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Chapter 1

The best things in life always seemed to be doled out in lim-

ited portions. Por ejemplo, this Friday’s curriculum-related
Spanish treat, an orange and almond cake, was absolutely to
die for, but split twenty-two ways, it was kind of tragic.
I pressed my finger into the last tender crumbs
and sugar-dusted almonds as I watched the end-of-day
announcements on the screen at the front of the class. Girls’
basketball game today against Jefferson, which I already
knew — my best friends had boarded a bus for it an hour
ago. Rotary Club would be selling “scrumptious” pink-andwhite cookies at lunch Monday to raise money for breast
cancer. Last call for senior baby photos for the yearbook,
which were due a week ago. Ugh. Though a lot of seniors

hadn’t turned in a baby photo, there was only one member
of the yearbook staff who was remiss: me.
It wasn’t my fault — I had no idea where Mom kept old
photos, and so far I’d had no luck getting her to dig them
up. Mementos and sentimentality were hardly her forte,
and anything that took away from her painting time was an
annoyance. Still, how long did it take to locate some photos
in our tiny house?
When the bell rang, I gathered my things, tossed my
plate into the trash, and headed out of the classroom. I
pulled out my phone as a stream of noisy hallway traffic
swept and bumped me along and tried to send Gab and Leila
a “good luck at the game” message, but it was an extravagant
fail:
FOOD FUCK TONIGHT!
I sighed. So close.
When I reached the south exit, I pushed open the doors
and filled my lungs with fresh, cold air, my destination:
Laroche’s Parisian café.
The path was so familiar I could have forged it blindfolded. Not much ever changed in Maplebrook except the
price of gas, posted in crooked numbers in front of Jolly
Earl’s Gas and Tire Shop. (Jolly Earl died years before I was
even born, but why change a perfectly good sign?)
Icy water seeped into the cracks of my weathered boots
as I walked past Morty’s Kold Kutz, home of the town’s most
inexplicably beloved, boring sandwiches and my place of
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modest employment; past Tina’s Thrifty Treasures, which
was the source of most of my wardrobe (but also the occasional find: an antique medicine bottle or first edition of a
classic novel); under the green awning of the vacuum cleaner
repair shop, where dripping icicles hung like sparkling stalactites in the late winter sun. I reached out and knocked a
few down with my fingers as I passed. They shattered like
crystal on the wet sidewalk.
I crossed Second Street and slipped into the café — or
almost into the café. The perennially defective door clamped
shut on my backpack before I cleared the entrance and
pinned me there like a butterfly on a board. Even better, this
confounded the infernal someone has entered the café bell,
which managed to get stuck and trill in rapid-fire like a burglar alarm. It took me two tries to yank myself free of the
door, finally silencing the bell. I plowed resolutely ahead to
the counter, my face burning.
Eli chortled from behind the espresso machine.
“Why don’t you people get that damned door fixed?” I
muttered as I slipped off my backpack.
He gave me his lopsided grin. “And miss an entrance like
that? That was stunning.”
Half of my friend’s paltry weight derived from sarcasm, I was certain. Short and slight, he leaned on piercings,
black hair dye, and a love of macabre subjects to give him
substance, but the veneer was thin. Underneath he was as
fragile as the antique china cups he served coffee in. I was
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not exactly bulletproof myself, but next to Eli I felt strangely
solid — emotionally and also physically. Willowy I was not.
I stared into the glass case at the croissants, my Achilles’
heel. Laroche’s were a darker brown than I’d seen anywhere
else, almost chestnut. They made an audible crackling sound
when you bit into them, flakes of gold fluttering down like
autumn leaves, and then the tender inner striations stretched
seductively. The flavor was butter to the tenth power, and
the ones I worshiped harbored in their depths a channel of
intense bittersweet chocolate.
Eli came over and grabbed a pair of metal tongs in the
pastry case, clamping down on a chocolate croissant with all
the tenderness of an ax murderer. Several precious, buttery
shards fell loose.
“Hey,” I objected. “A little respect?”
He plunked the croissant onto a plate and shoved it
toward me. “I’m an enabler. I’m feeding your addiction.”
I gave him the steeliest gaze I could muster — not easy
when you have the brown eyes of a Labrador puppy. Or
when you actually love the object of your glare with all
your heart.
I missed Eli. I missed the lit mag, missed being his assistant editor — or, as he called me, his “lit hag.” I’d been at his
side since my freshman year, when I’d meekly tiptoed in for
a first recon and he announced, “Brown-nosers need not
apply.” I was intrigued by his individuality, his unapologetically dark outlook, his love of Sylvia Plath. I also felt sorry
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for him, because he was kind of a loner and people made fun
of him and his “gay goth” style, not that he appeared to care.
Motherless, he appealed to my maternal instincts, although
our relationship was not exactly reciprocal. He was more like
a pet cat: I fussed over him and he basically ignored me.
And then he graduated last year, and I left the lit mag,
which was nothing without him, and joined the yearbook staff instead — which was also nothing, but at least I
had no expectations. Now Eli spent his nights writing his
novel and his days pulling espressos and cleaning up after
customers —“the Philistines,” he called them, especially the
ones who ordered complicated drinks with flavored syrups
and never tipped.
For this he threw away a scholarship to Swarthmore. But
it was a means to an end: he was only doing it to save enough
money for a summer writing program in Iowa he hoped to
get into — one he was convinced would connect him with
people who would help him elevate his novel to Pulitzer
levels and make publishing introductions for him.
I was eager to graduate and move on — probably to U of
Illinois, which was hardly the private, lush Collegiate Gothic
Utopia I longed for, but it required the least of the dollars we
did not have.
I pulled some money out of my pocket, but he waved
me off as he always did when no one was watching. “Thank
you,” I said. And I meant it. By my estimate, Eli’s bad business practices were saving me in the neighborhood of fifty
5

bucks a month — a substantial portion of my meager Kold
Kutz earnings.
I pulled off a little bite of croissant, whose yeasty, chocolaty aroma was the culinary equivalent of a siren song, and
laid it on my tongue. If they made communion wafers out of
Laroche’s croissants, I would be the most devoted Catholic
in town.
Eli shook his head. “Is there anything in life you love
more than those croissants, Drools?”
I ignored the nickname. “This is a bad time to ask,” I
said, closing my eyes as that familiar swoony feeling hit —
a butter buzz. I knew it would be wise to exercise some
restraint where these were concerned — but the flesh, it is
weak. “They have it all,” I told him. “The richness of the butter, and the sweet and bitter of the chocolate.”
“So that’s your trifecta. Rich and sweet and bitter.”
“Stop analyzing me. Can I have some coffee?”
He took a cup — real antique china — from a hook on
the wall. Its pattern was tiny flowers in shades of fuchsia
and indigo, offset by splashes of green and yellow — slightly
chipped and of English provenance. The saucer he laid it on
was Austrian — scalloped edge, blackberry and rose design.
No two items matched at Laroche’s. It was one of the things
I loved about the place. Where nothing matches, everything
can belong.
Long hours spent examining the seemingly endless rotation of dishes at Laroche’s had sparked in me an interest
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in antique china, leading me down endless rabbit holes of
research. While other kids were binge-watching comedy
and sci-fi shows, I was mainlining Antiques Roadshow, reading historical fiction, and fantasizing about eating my way
through old European cities as I searched for treasures, perhaps as a higher-up for Sotheby’s.
Eli poured coffee one shade past midnight into the cup
and handed it to me. Then he pulled a book out from a shelf
under the counter and laid it down in front of him. I leaned
over to look at it. Encyclopedia of Death and Dying. Classic
Eli. He opened it to an entry on decapitation, complete with
a charming sketch of Marie Antoinette’s liberated head.
What was this death obsession? Was it research for his
novel? Or just a hobby? Or did it go deeper? Was it because of
his mother? “Eli?” I hesitated. “How old were you when . . .”
I trailed off. It was a hard sentence to finish. “When your
mom . . .”
“When my mom died?” he said, without looking up
from the book. “Five. Why?”
“I was just wondering if you have a lot of baby pictures.
There aren’t a lot of me. Do you think that’s normal?”
Eli snorted. “You’re asking me what’s normal? I don’t
know. People are weird.”
“But do you have a lot of baby pictures?”
He nodded. “Tons. My mom must have had the camera
surgically attached to her. Me and my weirdo ears.”
I smiled. They did stick out a bit.
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“There aren’t as many after she died, though.” He went
back to his book. “Maybe it’s a mom thing.”
Not all moms. Mine had hardly documented anything — sometimes it seemed like she didn’t even care.
“I’m glad you have all those pictures,” I said, feeling bad. If
I envied someone whose mother died when he was little, I
probably had some rethinking to do.
He gave no indication of hearing me, but when I peeked
over at his book, I saw what had captured his attention: diagrams of death by hanging. “Hey, Eli. Do you know why it’s
called ‘bone china’?”
“Hm?”
“It’s actually made out of bones.”
It took him a second to register, but then he blinked and
looked up. “Wait, what?”
I grinned. “Animal bones. Thirty to fifty percent.”
His jaw dropped. “Get out.”
“Swearsies.” I held up my fingers in what I was pretty
sure was some sort of Scout oath configuration.
His eyes widened. “How did I not know that? Oh my
God, I am so putting that in my book.”
As he turned to regard the now-interesting dishes on the
wall, I took my croissant to the counter along the window.
Made of scarred, waxy mahogany, the counter at Laroche’s
was reputedly salvaged from a nineteenth-century bar in
Paris when it underwent renovations. Eli is convinced that
this counter, having seen over a hundred years in a Parisian
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bar, once held the drinks of all the greats: Hemingway,
Fitzgerald, Camus . . . it was a piece of history.
Right now it was a piece of wood on which to place my
croissant. I pulled out some homework, but I didn’t get far.
Pacing myself with croissants was kind of a challenge, and I
liked my coffee piping hot, so I was quickly left with empty
dishes and unsolved math problems.
I took my dishes to the counter, where Eli failed to register my presence. He was once again buried in his death
book. “Well,” I said, “I’m headed home to search for artifacts
from my past.”
He nodded absently, never lifting his eyes from the book.
“But I won’t find them,” I told him. “Because of the fire.”
Nothing. “Yes,” I continued, more loudly, “the very terrible
fire that took down my whole house last night.”
Another nod.
“In fact, I died of smoke inhalation. This is just my ghost
visiting you to say good-bye. Good-bye, Eli.”
“Bye,” he echoed.
I would have admired his concentration, except for the
fact that I wasn’t the most interesting thing — the story of
my life. I pulled on my coat and left.
The sun was sinking as I headed home, and the temperature along with it. I huddled into my coat and stepped up
my pace. Halfway there, my phone dinged with a message
from Leila. Halftime and we are down by 12, ugh. Meet us at
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Mario’s after the game? Will text you on the bus on the way
home. Pray for us.
I messaged back, Prayer submitted to the patron saint of
lost basketball causes. And yes to Mario’s! You saved me from
another night of gruel. Probably Hamburger Helper; my mom
stocked up on the stuff like the apocalypse was imminent. I
could defrost ground beef with both hands tied behind my
back. In desperation, I’d started adding things to spice it up:
mango chutney, goat cheese, crushed potato chips . . . I was
the true Hamburger Helper.
As I approached my house in the last violet gleam
of daylight, I cringed at the peeling paint and splintered
window frames. Our rented ranch house had benefited
from no updating since it was built fifty-plus years ago. It
was basically a teardown waiting for the housing market to
rally.
My mom did her best — I knew that. But I was not so
noble that I was grateful simply to have a roof over my head
and the steady presence of a parent. No, I wanted more.
Always more. Our house was a thing of sadness, and our
dispassionate mother-daughter team wasn’t exactly Disney
Channel material. She worked a job she didn’t care about to
rent a house she didn’t care about, and the rest of her time
she spent painting, which was, as far as I could tell, the only
thing she did care about. She was good at it, too — she’d actually sold a few. I had inherited none of this talent, but despite
(or maybe because of) that, her work was a marvel to me.
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There was Mom the mom and Mom the painter, and I had a
hard time conflating the two.
Inside, I found a note from her waiting on the kitchen
table: Going to Harbach’s, then meeting up with some people.
Home around ten or so.
The art store: her personal paradise. I could never feel
such passion for a place that had no food.
I texted her, I NEED A BABY PHOTO.
I glanced at the clock — it was a few minutes before
six. Gab and Leila would probably be back from the game
around seven-something or eight. I went into the living
room and gazed at the four photos of me on the bookshelves.
There was one of me as a newborn, looking like all babies
look (too nondescript for the yearbook). One of me at about
three, looking like a mini version of my current self (too
old to use for the yearbook). My third-grade photo, which I
despised but she liked. And my freshman-year photo. Kind
of random, the collection. Or maybe a reflection of how
often she had bothered to think about these things — i.e.,
almost never.
What she did have were photographs of other things.
Unusual skies. Blurred reflections of trees in water. Weird
things, like rusted-out old phone booths and bits of broken
glass in dirt. I picked up an uncharacteristic photo — a sunrise over a lake. It stuck out from the rest because it seemed
like a touristy, every-person kind of photo, not an artist
photo. I slipped it out of the frame and turned it over. She
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had written something on the back in her tiny, perfect, fontlike script. I walked closer to the lamp to read it.
It said Day 50. The date was inscribed underneath. It
was about a year and a half after I was born.
I turned the photo back over. Where was this taken? We
could never afford vacations. And if she was taking photos of
lakes and sunrises when I was eighteen months old, wouldn’t
she also have taken pictures of me? Where were they?
A surge of nervousness fluttered through my belly as I
considered the unthinkable: snooping. Trying to find the
damn pictures myself. I had been bugging her for weeks,
and this on top of the many times throughout childhood
I had asked for baby albums. She had never produced any.
Moreover, her excuses and reasons just did not add up.
My mom didn’t care that much about “stuff ” in
general — that much I understood. She was always arguing
with me over things I had wanted to save (she compromised
by allotting me one box, which she actually labeled useless things). I kept it in my closet — beloved items of outgrown clothing, shells and sea glass from the beach at Lake
Michigan, toys or books I’d had a special attachment to. . . .
Apart from papers I wrote or art projects I’d done — things
I had made seemed to be an exception to her whole DUMP
paradigm — I’d always had to lobby to preserve the pieces of
my past I wanted to hold on to. And for whatever reason, I
was as attached to “things” as she was keen to let them go.
I glanced at my phone to confirm that she still hadn’t
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responded to my text, then tiptoed to her studio and flipped
on the wall switch. The bright track lighting made me
squint. I moved carefully, peeking around the room. There
was nothing in there that wasn’t art or art-related. Even the
closet was piled with supplies and canvases.
Next I ventured into her bedroom and approached
her closet. I had never so much as snooped for Christmas
presents before, and we didn’t share any clothes, so the designation of “hers” vs. “mine” had always been a clear line.
Breaching it was terrifying, and yet I pressed on, compelled
by a need that went beyond yearbook staff obligations.
I slid the mirrored door open and peeked inside. There
were a couple of boxes on the top shelf, and not much else.
The boxes were labeled with spans of years too recent to be
of interest except for one, which just had Milwaukee written
on it in small letters.
Milwaukee was where my mother grew up. It was, as far
as I knew, where we lived when I was a baby. Was it with her
mother? I wasn’t sure. She didn’t talk about her parents —
her mother had been dead for years and, from what I’d gathered, there was no love lost between her and the father she
hadn’t seen or heard from since she was small.
My heart pounded as I reached for the box, suddenly
aware of every noise: Was there a sound from the entranceway? Was that her car outside? When I was convinced I was
merely being paranoid, I slid the box out and set it on the
floor, then pulled open the flaps.
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Atop the contents was one of those orangey tie-string
envelopes, unlabeled. Rolled in one corner of the box was my
favorite scarf from childhood — one I thought she’d thrown
away years ago, without pausing to consider that I might like
to keep it with my other “useless things.” It was sapphire blue
with silver trim, soft as kitten’s fur. I had adored it. I still did,
actually. Dammit. I’d wear it now if I could reclaim it without
revealing my transgression. I touched it longingly but left it
tucked into its corner. Why had she kept it? Of all things?
I moved the envelope to see what was beneath it and
immediately hit pay dirt: a photo album. I pulled it out carefully and lifted the cover. The first photo was a large fullpage image of me as a newborn — the same one that sat on
display in the living room.
I hesitated before turning the page, suddenly wishing for
Gab and Leila. Just last week, the three of us had sat paging through Gab’s enormous collection of baby books, photo
albums, and scrapbooks. Every tiny event of Gab’s life was
clearly cause for documentation, probably the result of having parents who were shrinks. Leila’s collection was famine,
then feast. There were maybe a dozen pictures of her during
her first three years at the orphanage in Ukraine, but from
the time her parents adopted her, it seemed that nearly every
blessed moment was chronicled.
Wasn’t that how it should be?
Maybe if my friends were with me now, I would feel
less unmoored, less set adrift in a sea of images that should
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have been familiar but instead were like trying to read a foreign language. On the second page of the album, there was
a photo of me in my mother’s arms in a hospital room, my
face all red and scrunchy and indignant. Mom looked so
much like me, it took my breath away. It occurred to me with
a jolt that she was eighteen in this picture — exactly the age
I was now. She could have been me — the resemblance was
that strong.
My eye drifted to the next photo, where I was being held
by a boy who must have been around the same age as my
mom. He reminded me of Eli — a rail-thin waif with dark
eyes and dark hair, skin as pale as moonlight. My heart
caught as the familiar question came to me: Could this be
my father? His eyes — didn’t they look like mine? Or was I
just projecting, the way I often did when I saw men in the
world — wondering whether they could be my father, or an
uncle, or a grandfather?
But it couldn’t be. She didn’t know who my father was —
by her own admission, my mother was such a stellar teenage alcoholic that minor events like conception were hazy at
best. So who was this guy who was close enough to her to be
there when I was born, and what happened to him?
I turned the page. There were some photos of me in
someone’s living room, swaddled in a blanket, held by my
mother or the boy. When I turned the page again, I was
standing in a hallway, chewing on the ear of a well-loved
bunny, a worried expression on my face.
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Standing.
So I was, what, a year at least? Maybe a year and a half? I
stared at the photo in confusion. That was quite a leap in the
timeline.
The next photo was me in front of a birthday cake that
had Jules spelled out in red icing. There were two candles
on it.
My second birthday? I flipped back to see if pages were
stuck together, then flipped forward to see if the album was
out of order, but no. It went from a couple months old to a
couple years old.
Where were the photos from all that time?
Where was I?
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Chapter 2

Mario’s was crowded and dark, the glowing red votives

barely illuminating the tables. I could just make out Gab
and Leila waving to me from their spot along the back wall.
The smell of garlicky tomato sauce and pungent oregano and
cheese was dizzying, and food as a distraction was always my
best and most reliable coping mechanism. I needed a break
from obsessing over the contents of that damned album.
And what was missing from it.
“We ordered,” Leila said as I scooted in next to her.
“Hope you don’t mind. We’re starving.” She leaned over and
touched her head to mine — a Leila greeting, tender and sincere. I lingered there a moment, soaking up the love.

“So who won?” I asked, laying my napkin in my lap. I
figured I’d get the formalities out of the way before launching into my personal drama.
“They creamed us.” Leila shook her head. “It was
humiliating.”
“Next subject,” Gab said, pulling a hair tie off her wrist
and corralling her frizzy hair in a ponytail. Heeb hair, she
called it. Jewfro. Moses mop. Slinging racial slurs at her
mane was something of a hobby for her. “Oh, God,” she said,
craning her head to see around me. “Jason Godfrey is here.
Isn’t he the sexiest?”
I glanced at Leila and bit down on my lips. If you looked
up the word “nerd” in the dictionary, you’d find a picture
of Jason Godfrey, with cross-references to “Trekkie” and
“virgin.”
“He’s with his Portal Guardians friends,” Gab said in the
same reverent, longing tone I reserved for phrases like buttery caramel sauce. “They must be having a gaming night.”
Leila craned her head and looked at Jason. “Him?
Really?”
Gab looked pointedly at Leila. “Yeah. Why not him?”
Their eyes met for a moment, then Leila looked away.
“Guys are like toilets,” she said, picking up her water. “The
good ones are occupied and the rest are full of . . . poop.”
Gab rolled her eyes at Leila. “Why can’t you say ‘shit’?”
Their bickering both amused me and made me envious. Even though I’d been friends with them since I was
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six — twelve years now — somehow their longer history
could still leave me feeling like the odd man out. They were
almost more like sisters than friends. Admittedly, people
with histories were kind of a sore spot with me, owing to
my 50 percent unknown provenance and my mother’s abiding disinterest in chronicling the past — especially mine. But
then I thought again of the photo of the boy who was there
at my birth. Who would be there for my mom at that time if
not the father of the baby? But if he really was my dad, why
would she tell me she didn’t know who the father was?
“Leila’s right about guys,” I said, just to contribute something, although this was hardly my area of expertise. My
relationships seemed to blow by faster than a spring zephyr;
it never took long to figure out that I’d suffered from a case
of rose-colored glasses and to seek the escape hatch. In my
experience, boys had been more interested in finding their
way into my pants than into my heart.
I’d had two relationships, if you could call them that,
each a sexual version of the Turtle and the Hare. I, of course,
was the turtle — an even more fitting metaphor when factoring in how I wanted to crawl inside myself and disappear
when a guy inched toward my breasts or my zipper and I
knew he didn’t love me. I was not proud of how hopelessly
old-fashioned that might be, but I suppose in the back of my
mind there was always the story of how I’d ended up here
at all: some guy had paused only long enough to impregnate my mother before he went on his merry way. Sex might
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mean a good time to most people, but to me it was firmly
and irrevocably imbued with the potential for doom.
It didn’t help that I was possibly the world’s most modest person. Since puberty had blown in, changing my body
lavishly and seemingly overnight, I was too self-conscious
to undress in front of anyone. Even Gab and Leila. Even my
own mother. And the only thing worse than having to wear
the assigned gym suit in PE was having to change into it and
out of it in the locker room with a hundred eyeballs in the
room, even though I doubted anyone was looking.
In any case, Leila certainly knew what she was talking
about: her last boyfriend, Brett, despite having worshipped
her for months (as one does with Leila, if one is lucky enough
to claim her), had blown off the homecoming dance at the
last minute when his brother scored tickets to a Blackhawks
game, leaving Leila with a vintage Hepburn-esque black
dress and nowhere to go. We ended up in Gab’s basement,
Leila in her beautiful dress, watching Downton Abbey and
drinking a bottle of champagne from Gab’s parents’ wine cellar, which she insisted they’d never miss. The next day, the
wine cellar got a lock and Gab got a bill for $85.
After the pizza arrived and the focus shifted, I told them
about the photo album.
“Two years?” Leila said, her eyes so round and blue
they reminded me of the Abbey 1790 saucer at Laroche’s.
Staffordshire. Circa very early 1900s.
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Gab dove into the pizza, serving herself two fat wedges.
“You think she lost them?” she said.
“No,” I said, helping myself to a slice when she was finished. Pan pizza, praise be. Cheese was my friend, and for
me it was not a case of less is more. “She does not lose things.
She throws things out.”
“She wouldn’t throw out your baby pictures,” Leila
scolded, elbowing me. “Nobody throws out pictures of their
kid. Besides, she has all the others.” She finally picked up the
serving spatula. This was a classic order of operations for
us: Gab, confident and perfectly entitled, would serve herself first. I, desperate to get the food in my mouth but selfconscious and neurotically polite, would go second. And
Leila, patient and unconcerned, would go last. You would
think the former orphan would perhaps be the grabbiest, but
no. When she served herself now, a glistening, oozy glob of
cheese fell off and remained in the pan. I stared at it. Was she
going to leave it there? I would never leave behind cheese
that was rightfully mine.
“There are other pictures she took from during that
time. Just not of me.” I picked up the wad of cheese once I
was sure she wasn’t going to and popped it in my mouth.
“It’s probably nothing,” Gab said.
Easy for her to say. Gab, who’d never had a moment’s
doubt in her life — nor a reason for one.
She rattled the ice in her glass, glanced up for a busboy,
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and then, giving up, set it back down and drank some of
Leila’s water.
See, she wouldn’t do that with me. With me, she’d ask
first. But with Leila, it was different. There were assumptions, unspokens, givens. I had some of that with them. But
not as much as they did. Not as much as I longed for.
I broke off a piece of crust, blackened on its edge where
the rich tomato sauce had caramelized against the pan, making it both sweet and bitter. Rich and sweet and bitter. Maybe
Eli was on to something about me.
“People categorize information differently,” Gab said.
“Your mom is an artist. You can’t expect her brain to process
and file information like other people.”
I figured Gab knew what she was talking about, since her
parents were experts on humans, and a lot seemed to trickle
down. They were the coolest parents I’d ever met — I loved
and coveted them. And her brother, Daniel, was amazing,
too, although I didn’t know him well, since he was twelve
years older than Gab and went away to college when we were
six — the year we became friends. But somehow they were
close despite the age difference. He called her Gumby. They
messaged all the time. She confided in him. He teased her
and adored her. I knew it couldn’t be objectively true that
she had everything, but it really seemed like she did.
Leila’s family was equally wonderful — I’d spent enough
time at her house to know that my envy there, too, was
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warranted. For an adopted kid, it seemed like she’d totally
hit the jackpot. She had an at-home mom who used to be a
chef, which meant the meals at the Hathaways’ were amazing. Dinner chez Hathaway could mean seared guinea hen
with caramelized oranges or a Malaysian noodle curry —
there was nothing that woman couldn’t cook, nothing that
wasn’t the most delicious thing you ever had. And then
there was Leila’s dad: a sports doctor with prematurely white
hair and a roundish belly who was perennially in a cheerful
mood. He was a physician for the Chicago Bulls, and more
than once he’d invited famous players to dinner. Often Gab
and I were included, and these meals usually ended with
NBA players giving Leila and Gab some coaching out on the
driveway while I stayed behind, helping with cleanup and
nibbling at leftovers.
In addition to two perfect parents, Leila had an adorable
baby brother, also adopted from Ukraine — born with kidney problems, now in perfect health, thank God. Leila also
had a network of aunts and uncles and cousins as abundant
as flowers in a meadow. I had bupkes. My mother was the
only known link I had on the continent. And vice versa. And
I didn’t get the feeling I was any more satisfying to her than
she was to me.
“Did you find one?”
I realized Leila had been talking. “One what?”
She regarded me with her Jules! look: head tilted, almost
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exasperated, but warm, and so, so familiar. It was one of my
favorite Leila faces. “Photo,” she said mock-patiently. “For
the yearbook.”
“Not really. I guess I could bring a newborn picture, but
those aren’t even interesting. Newborn babies pretty much
all look alike. Or I could bring the one from when I was two,
and just hope my mom never finds out.” It seemed stupid to
take such a risk, though, especially since it was clearly me
in that photo. But the fun of senior baby photos was the inbetween zone, the trying to guess.
Leila smiled. “I’ll bet you were adorable when you
were two.”
“She’s still adorable,” Gab said, bumping me lightly
under the table with her foot.
I rolled my eyes. “Hardly.”
“You are,” Leila said. “You have the sweetest smile, and
you know I’d kill for your hair —”
“And you’re built like a fucking pinup girl,” Gab added.
“I’d kill for half your curves.”
“You’re welcome to half my curves,” I grumbled. My
exaggerated shape was a bequeathal from my mother. In that
sense, I was her carbon copy.
In other aspects, though — a lot of other aspects — I
hoped that I was not.
Mom was not home at ten. She messaged at some point saying she was out for the evening. Out where? She had said she
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was “meeting some people.” What people? That was a lot of
atypical behavior in a couple of short messages, now that I
thought about it.
I tried to wait her out by starting to study for Monday’s
bio test, but cell cycles were less enthralling than one might
think.
Or maybe I was just distracted. I kept finding my attention orienting itself like a periscope to my mother’s closet. I
wanted to see those pictures again, to study them for clues. I
wanted to know what else might be in that box. It poked and
pressed relentlessly into my mind, dangling the possibility of
answers that would fill the holes in my mother’s stories.
I picked up my phone and messaged, Hey, when will you
be home? Maybe there was time for a second recon.
I waited nervously. If she was driving, she wouldn’t
reply — and she could be home any moment.
Exactly five minutes passed before I leapt into motion.
I flipped her ceiling light on and pulled the box onto
the bed. I opened the album and turned the pages, my focus
drawn to the boy. Except for the fact that my mother told me
she didn’t know who the father was, this would sure as hell
look like a young couple and their new baby.
I set the album aside and pulled out the string-tie envelope I’d noticed last time. With impatient fingers, I unwound
the string and pulled out the thin stack of papers inside. They
carried the letterhead Wisconsin Department of Children and
Families.
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Confused, I flipped through them, deeply unsettled to
see our names on the forms. Why would there be all this
official paperwork from a social services agency?
I jumped about a mile when my phone dinged, but it
was nothing — just a question from a girl in my English class
about an assignment. Still, I quickly packed up the box and
shoved it back in the closet, diving to flip the light switch off.
My heart rate was well into the triple digits; I was not cut out
for this kind of work.
But I was also not cut out for not knowing things about
myself. So when my mother got home, I would confront her,
and I would not back down.
I returned to my room and answered the girl’s message —
I took comfort that someone else in the world was also living
the high life on a Friday night. I tried to study, but soon surrendered to Netflix, unable even to focus on that. Finally, at
one, with no sign of my mother, I gave up and went to sleep.
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Chapter 3

I woke to the sound of the shower — our ancient plumbing

produced a sound that resembled a five-year-old’s first
shrieking effort at the violin. I lay there, hands pressed to my
ears, waiting for my mom to finish. There was the faintest
glow of light around my blinds. I squinted at the clock. Just
after seven.
When she was finished, I used the bathroom and headed
to the kitchen, nervous about the upcoming confrontation
but even more anxious about the outcome.
The door to her studio was open. She stood in front of
her easel in her blue robe, hair dripping, a paintbrush already
in her hands. She had all six track lights directed on her
painting. “I’m rounding the bell curve,” she said. “Stop me.”

“You shouldn’t try to do this in artificial light,” I said,
leaning against the door frame. “Wait until the sun comes
over.” She was dinking with the sky, always her personal
Moby Dick. She never seemed to capture what she was after,
and “rounding the bell curve” was her expression for when
she started to ruin something by not leaving it alone, not
stopping when it was done.
“I can’t wait on the sun.” She laid her brush down, making a noise of disgust, or maybe despair. “I need coffee.”
I followed her to the kitchen. “So you were out late,”
I said.
She rustled through the cabinets on tiptoe.
From this angle, her hourglass shape was even more
exaggerated. I was built exactly like her, although her butt
was bigger. This was my genetic fate: my ass would just continue to expand, like the universe.
She picked out a powdered creamer for her coffee —
peppermint mocha this morning, gag. “I met some art
people at Harbach’s, and I hung out with them for a while
after my meeting.”
“What meeting?” I asked.
“AA.”
AA? When was the last time she went to an AA meeting?
Was she struggling with wanting to drink, for some reason?
“Want coffee?” she asked.
“No thanks.” Her coffee tasted like weak tea compared to
the coffee at Laroche’s, which could put hair on your chest.
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I poured some grapefruit juice and sat at the table, confused about her suddenly going to AA. “Is everything okay?”
I asked.
“Yes,” she said carefully, as if unsure why I was asking.
I mulled over how to approach her about what I’d found,
desperate for answers but also nervous to confess about my
snooping. I stared at the table and scratched at a jaundiced
bit of Scotch tape that had been there forever. Our kitchen
table was a relic from the 1950s — the owner had left it
behind, and I didn’t blame him. White-and-gray Formica
with a chrome lip, it came with four metal-and-vinyl chairs,
two of which had splits in the vinyl patched with duct
tape. I thought it was awful, the whole thing, but my mom
thought it was a score — because it was vintage, she said,
but I suspected it had more to do with its being free. I had
some pretty fierce vintage sensibilities, but they were almost
entirely prewar, not post-.
“So what are you doing today?” she asked. As the
coffeemaker began to gurgle and hiss, she pulled a Chinese
food container out of the fridge. She opened it, sniffed it,
and then started eating out of it with a fork. Mu shu pork.
Little did she know I had eaten all the black mushrooms
out of it.
I picked the bit of chipped tape off with my fingernail. “I
have to work at four. I might go to Laroche’s first — say hi to
Eli, maybe do some homework . . .”
I was about to segue into the yearbook photo thing when
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a look of annoyance crossed her face. “How much money do
you spend at that place?”
“Not that much,” I said defensively. “I just usually have
coffee, and the refills are free.” There were an awful lot of
chocolate croissants omitted from that account, but since I
didn’t pay for many of them, it made for some slippery math.
“Are you going to be home tonight?” She tossed the rest
of the mu shu in the garbage and poured coffee into her
favorite mug. no soup for you, it read, with a picture of a
mustached guy on it.
She headed toward her studio with her coffee, so I followed. “I don’t know,” I said. “I work until eight. Not sure
about after that.”
“Okay, well . . . Let me know.” She set down her mug and
picked up her palette. Translation: Get lost. She jabbed the
brush into a blob of periwinkle. She was going to wreck the
sky — there was no stopping her.
“Mom?”
“Yeah?”
I stood in the doorway, chewing on my lip. “Is everything really okay? I mean . . . you don’t usually go to AA
meetings. Right?”
She hesitated. “No, not very often.”
“You didn’t . . .”
She turned to me and met my eyes. “No. I just thought it
was a good time for a check-in.”
That sounded reassuring, and yet . . . if she never went,
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why did she need a check-in now? “I don’t understand it,
how it even helps you. Don’t you have to believe in a higher
power and all that?”
“That is sort of a flaw,” she said, giving me a wry
smile. “I’m not a model AA-er. That’s one of the reasons I’m
not great about going.”
As much as I sometimes envied the Wassermans’ Jewish
festivals and rituals (and had been flat-out awed by Gab’s
bat mitzvah, where it was like she was speaking in tongues
and owning the entire giant synagogue), and as much
as the Hathaways’ decorations and traditions at Christmas
tugged at my heart in a way I couldn’t quite explain, I kind of
admired my mother’s unambivalent atheism. “Well,” I said.
“I want to talk about the baby picture thing.”
Her demeanor changed on a dime. “Okay, but not now.”
She turned toward her painting.
“Yes, now,” I said, turning her to face me. “I found the
pictures.”
She stared at me uncomprehendingly, and I lowered my
eyes, crossing my arms in front of me. “The ones in your
closet. I snooped, okay? I’m sorry.”
“What?” Her voice was sharper than I expected.
“I gave up on you,” I said, my tone more defensive than
I intended. “The deadline has passed. I’m on the yearbook
staff, Mom. I asked you over and over. So, yes. I went looking. And I found your box.”
She seemed to pale. “What box?”
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“With the pictures. And the paperwork.”
She lowered her eyes, and I waited tensely to see what
she’d do. After what seemed like eons, she said, “Okay, then.”
She took a deep breath, then pushed past me and headed
down the hall.
I followed her into her bedroom, where she went straight
for the closet and pulled out the box. She set it down on her
neatly made bed and then sat beside it, glancing up at me. “I
don’t know how to tell you this.”
I sat down gingerly, suddenly feeling shaky.
She stared into her lap. “There are some things I’ve never
told you. Because they were hard for me. And because for a
long time, I didn’t think it mattered.”
A chill ran through me. She’d never said anything like
that to me, ever.
“You know I haven’t had a drink in a long time,” she said,
glancing up at me over the box.
I nodded. “Since before I was born.”
She looked away. “Not exactly. I went through a rough
patch after you were born. It was the hardest time of my life,
Jules. I relapsed.”
My heart hammered inside me. “What happened?”
Her eyes stayed trained to a spot on the floor. “I just . . .
I needed help for a while. And I needed help taking care
of you.”
“What . . . what kind of help?” I clutched my arms to
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myself, suddenly cold. “Who took care of me? Was it the boy
in the pictures?”
She turned to me suddenly. “What?”
“The boy who was there when I was born. Who was he?”
She turned away. “He was a friend. He was . . . my best
friend.”
“Well, is he the one who took care of me?”
After a pause, she said, “No.”
“So who did?”
“A family,” she said without looking up.
A family? It was such a simple phrase, but I couldn’t
wrap my mind around what she was saying. “Who?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know their name. It was . . .
it was foster care.”
I sat, stunned. Foster care? I was in actual foster care? I
recalled the DCF paperwork and the gap in photos. What in
the world had happened? “How long?” I finally asked.
There was a pause before she spoke, her voice so soft it
was almost a whisper. “Nineteen months.”
“Nineteen months?” I stared at her. That whole gap. Yes.
The whole time.
She pulled the flaps back on the box and pulled out the
photo album. “Here are the pictures I have of you. But . . .”
She slid the envelope out and set it aside. “I also have a handful of photos from the agency. From the foster family.”
The words “foster family” echoed in my head as she
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rummaged through the box and pulled out a small, weathered envelope from the bottom. She glanced nervously at
me, then held it out. I accepted it with trembling hands.
Baby pictures. Ones I’d never seen before. They were
labeled in a neat slanted penmanship. Jules at four months.
Jules at five months. One for each month. By six months I
was smiling. And each month thereafter. When I lifted away
the eleven-month photo to see the next one, something
tightened in my chest. Jules’s 1st birthday!!!!!
“You weren’t there for my first birthday?” I asked. I
didn’t mean to sound accusatory; I was trying to process.
“No.” She got up to get a tissue from her bedside table.
She blew her nose, then took another tissue and wiped her
eyes. She was crying? That was a phenomenon I had rarely
seen. “I missed it,” she said. “Just that one. I had you back
before you were two. And I was okay after that. I’ve been
sober all these years. I just . . . I had a hard time for a while.
It happens.”
I turned back to the photos, watching myself grow from
a baby into a toddler. Me, standing on my own two feet at
thirteen months. Me at fourteen months, on a piano bench,
in the lap of a little boy. . . . Who? He was skinny and wore
rocket ship pajamas. But his face was blocked out in the
photo.
“Who is this?” I asked her.
She sank down next to me on the bed. “They had a son.
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They can’t include images of the foster family for legal reasons, so . . .”
My mind reeled. “You mean, I had a brother?”
Her brow furrowed. “Well, not really. I mean, sort of,
temporarily. I guess.”
I flipped the last picture to the back and looked at the
four-month picture again.
Mom turned away. “I can’t —” Her voice broke. “I can’t
look at that one.”
I could see why. I looked scared to death, my lower lip
curved into a pout that suggested I might cry. And I almost
cried now, looking at it, except it was surreal. Trying to
bridge the gap in my head between the baby in the picture
and myself. . . . That was me, feeling that way — feeling whatever that baby was feeling. How traumatic must that have
been? Being taken away from my mother and handed over
to strangers?
“I probably should have told you.” She sighed and wiped
her nose again. “I just never knew when to do it. Or how.”
I stared at the photo in my hands, thinking I should feel
something, but too struck dumb to know what it was. Anger?
I had a feeling that might be coming, but I was sort of stuck
spinning in place. “Why is my scarf in there?” I asked. “You
never keep anything.”
She lifted it out and held it both hands. “It was from
them. They wanted you to have it.”
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I stared at it. “It was from them? I wore that scarf for
years! You never told me?”
She looked at me like the question was unreasonable.
“How could I?”
I snatched it away from her. “What else have you been
keeping from me?”
She looked as though I’d slapped her, but then she gestured at the box. “This is everything.”
I stuck the photos, the envelope, the album, and the
scarf inside the box and stormed out, slamming her door
behind me.
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