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Victor was home' alone. His mother didn’t really understand how bad
school was for him, but she let him get away with missing a day here or
there when she needed someone at the house for a repair appointment

or a delivery. “How’s your stomach?” shed asked the night before, her
voice runny with vodka.

Victor was lying in The Pit, watching Days of Our Lives and eating
a second bowl of cereal, for lunch. Soap operas felt haunted to him,

trapped in some lost past and skipping around between plots that
seemed like they should connect but never did. A man was visiting a
dying woman in the hospital, a woman who wasn't his wife. A busi-

wanted to watch was the one about the teenage boy who had run away
to Los Angeles to become a singer, but there were just a few minutes of
that right at the start of the show, where Kenny met with a producer in a

windowless brown office. The man touched his leg.
The moment that plot finally returned, the doorbell rang. I‘F was t.he

pliers, and on his hip, an actual han
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word, written across the box in dewy letters.
Princess. The package featured two images: a
teenage girl lying on a mustardy plaid couch
looking at her green fingernails, and a wom-
an in a red nightgown and a chunky necklace
reclined on a gold bedspread sipping from

a snifter. Both of them were talking on the
ivory-colored phone, which had a sleek,
curved shape, just right for cradling between
their shoulders and ears. It was a phone for a
woman.

“Up in The Cave,” Victor said. “My mom’s
room.” He bounded up the stairs two at a
time but slipped at the landing. The man left
the front door cracked open, as if he might
need to make a quick escape.

“It’s for the new business,” Rhonda ex-
plained about the third line, later that night.
But it rang only in her bedroom and it had
no answering machine connected to it. “If
I'm not home, don't pick up, and even if I am,
don't pick up. And I don’t want any of you us-
ing it, even if there’s someone on both of the
other lines.” Victor was in sixth grade, Mindy
was in fifth, Ethan in eighth. The telephone

was their life. But none of them knew the
new number, not even the first digit.

The line would ring at odd hours, not
business hours, the bell muted to a clack.
“She talks really quiet when she answers”
Mindy told Victor as she rubber-stamped a
dank Little Extras invoice. They were playing
Store in the basement with their mother’s old
inventory—dried flower arrangements, hair
clips and braiding beads, pornographic gag
gifts, lacquerware bowls and trays, mosaic
mirrors, baby booties and onesies, knock.
off Tupperware, costume jewelry—from the
string of gift companies she'd run out of the
house, always Doing Business As, d/b/a Litt]e
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Extras. Mindy’s bedroom was the only one to
<hare a wall with The Cave. Back when their
tather still lived there, it was during rounds
of Store that she would summarize their
parents’ fights for him. “I never heard her
talk this quiet,” she said, tearing an invoice
from the pad and passing it to Victor. "And
she eats in there late at night now, too. Weird
stuff, Soup. Cold chicken. She leaves the dirty
dishes, sometimes for days.

Victor dug under a box of cloisonné
bangles for a mold-edged velvet sample
board lined with cheap birthstone rings.

His eye went right to October, to the opal,
his birthstone, and Mindy’s. “It’s scary when
she talks quiet. It sounds like she's choking,’
he said. Their birthdays had just passed.
They were 364 days apart; her birthday was
on the eighteenth, his was the nineteenth.
“Even, and Odd,” his father used to call them.
Eighteen was the Hebrew alphanumeric for
chai, which meant life. Nineteen was a prime

number, which meant that it was indivisible.
Nothing could go into it.

| g time, but when I knocked on
1€r door and asked if she was okay, she didn't
answer. She pretended she wasn’t in there”

like Ethan when she cries.




ry—it’s tO high. A-heh, a-heh, g-heee.
1, You have the best cry of all of us” The
Zd ing nachine’s green LED numbers flick-
e, Victor wiggled the plug,

 have the most practice.” Mindy tapped
wer ingernail against the flaking, foil-plated
odge of the opal ring, the way theyd seen
Rhonda do when shed brought them along to
er wholesalers. “What can you do for me on

od C

these?”
victor studied his sister’s hazel eyes, sol-

.nn but threaded with gold, so much prettier
and deeper than his, which looked like flat
hrown discs, like a squished raisin. He hadn't
heard her cry that much recently. Maybe

she mostly cried alone. “These are real opal

chips,” he said. “But if you take a gross, I'll
give you a price.”

Rhonda had recently transitioned Little

Extras out of costume jewelry. “The 80s are

. about gold,” she said. Always the first
?}t‘dle.nce for her pitches, shed assembled

: ete}l]q ds for a Family Meeting in The Pit. She
baseerfnew black hardpack briefcase on the
ala tio g fireplace and unlatched it one side
00ld gn €. She pushed up the sleeves of her

i Owl-ned@ and batted her eyes, caramel

I
fa:Chover of black-gold eyeshadow, like a
/ chocolate, Then she removed a pair

Tage M vilteints o Baum & Baum, the aV-
arkup 18 four-hundred percent, ’Ihat’S

>avINgs on to you.” Ethan released a big fake
laugh, but his smile looked genuine.
tha}}?ﬁgiﬁ :I;ieitlened .some of the toggles
e gy aces in place, and selected
. w rope choker, a double-length
serpentine pendant, and a thin chain braided
with strands of white, yellow, and rose gold.
Each was marked with a hand-written tag,
a code that contained the purchase date and
the wholesale price in reverse, a system shed
developed for a previous version of Little
Extras. Shed taught Ethan how to decode it
and he'd taught Mindy;, whod taught Victor.
Though he was the middle child, Victor was
always last to learn things like this. “He has
other skills,” his mother would interject when
his siblings teased him, though she never said
what these were.

“you deserve nice things for yourselt,

for your family, Rhonda said, looking each

of them in the €ye¢. “My starting prices arc




trough of his neck, like when shed picked
the nits out when hed had headlice, or when
shed put calamine on his chicken pox. She
handed each of them a plastic hand mirror,
which they had glitter-painted gold the week
before. She leaned in, joining Victor in the
gilt frame. “That piece is perfect with your
complexion,” she said.
Ethan stared at the necklaces. “How did
you get the money to buy all of this?”
Rhonda narrowed her eyes. She loved to
talk about money—how little their father
paid in child support, how she was paid half
what the men in her insurance office made.
But she hated to be asked about her finances.
"I have a benefactor” she said.

“The last time you said that, we had to

sort through those garbage bags full of old
coupons, and Uncle Irv was indicted for ma
fraud.” Ethan scratched at his neck, which

had gone red and splotchy. “This is itching
me. Can [ take it off?>

Rhonda pursed her lips like she did
whenever Ethan acted Jike a know-it-al],
which was often. My second husband, she

called him, a nickname that could be fat-
tering or critical, or sometime

rated from the envelope, and tor.n, but he.: still
found it exciting, even though, h.ke ftooklng
dinner for the family or riding his bike to
Qwik Pick for Rhondas cigarettes, he knew
that his attendance was a job disguised as a
privilege. Dressed in the white shirt and dark
slacks he wore to shul, he opened the door
and welcomed the “clients,” he carried thejr
coats upstairs and stacked them on Min-
dy’s bed, and he passed around plastic cups
of wine and Chinet bowls of pretzel sticks.
He and his siblings had each been given a
tag line to say when someone new arrived.
He wished he had Mindy’s, “Come in. Stay
awhile.” Or Ethan’s, who got to make up
his own: “Have fun. But don’t forget to buy

something.” His was, “Make yourself at home,
in our home.” He presented it with a bow

and a fake English accent, like 2 butler, until
Rhonda overheard, and snapped her fingers
at him. “Tone it down, Kosher Ham”

Most of the women were familiar from
other Little Extras sales parties, the moth-

ers of kids in their neighborhood and these
mothers’ sisters,




ligards in his classroom terrarium,
«They're mostly all divorced too;” Ethap
aid, He was up on the kitchen step stool.
leaning OVel the counter to decant Chab]is
nto a grid of cups his hairy wrists slithering
t-om his shirt. "How do they have any mon ey

“Maybe Vegas?™ Victor said. “Didn’t the
league win this year?”

“Barely enough to pay for their airfare”

“Some of them are paying with credit
cards,” Mindy said.

Victor nodded. "Mom says jewelry is an
investment in yourself.”

“Don't believe everything Mom says.”
Ethan pushed the tray to the counter’s edge.
“Try not to swish too much, queer-bait, You'll
spill.

‘Appraise, and praise,” Rhonda said, once
his tray was empty. “And watch for sticky
fingers” Victor went to his assigned end of
the room and helped customers in and out of
their necklaces. He held up the mirror while
women held back their hair. He told wom-
en with lined faces, women who smelled of
Stale cheese and had cat hair clinging to their
Wilenecks, “That piece is perfect with your
COmplexion”

Victor swayed his hips to the Pointer Sis-
ter‘ a5 he waited to flip the stack of records.
Mde came up next to him, and they did
&echlllmp, until Victor got too into it. Shf?
mak: back at the crowd. “Jewelry doesn't

-~ tVeryone prettier,” she said.

Victg) iweh‘y is about how pretty you fe eel,
hOVerjsald. Rhonda was across the room,
D & Over two clients on the steps of The

It |
«b U he felt her eyes dart to him.

. brag wouldn't be roped
Into anything “fishy” in this latest version of

Little Extras, he sat right next to her, dutifully
filling in the official business ledger, as well as
the special version she kept for the IRS. “You
have to cook to eat]” she said, an expression
she claimed to have learned from her great
uncles, whod worked for the Chicago mob.
Victor dragged the heavy garbage bags out to
the garage, and Mindy scooted behind him
with both feet on a rag, mopping up the loose
red slick he left behind.

Rhonda fed up the printout while lighting
a cigarette. “The first night is always charmed.
Don’t draw conclusions from the first night,”
she said. Her new business line began ring-
ing up in The Cave, and she cocked her head
roward the ceiling briefly. “But we gr ossed
$2300 She flexed her arms and tootfzd”out
smoke rings. “Supermom strikes again.

Victor put his hands up and cpeered, and

smirked, proudly eyeing

his smile vanished. “Can you

?))
money now so I can finish my algebras

ching TV a few weeks later

.ved home from work car-
nt bag. Ethan was

They were all wat




again, and hed had to take the public bus
home. “Old Lady/Cleaning Lady, he called
the route, a cruel version of the system’s OL/
CL—Orchard Lake/Central Lathrup—acro-
nym. Rhonda pushed herself into the narrow
patch of carpet between the kids and the
screen, and drew down the zipper on her bag
slowly, revealing a patch of whitish fuzz. "My
first fur. A gift to myself, from myself, for 32
years of hard work.” She buffed the coat like
it was a magic lantern. “It’s arctic fox.” She
parted the front to reveal a shimmering, ice
blue lining. Stitched into the inside pocket

in white script were the words Little Extras.
Mindy’s eyes went wide. Victor gasped.

"It looks like Papa’s hair;” Ethan said. He
craned his neck to watch as Gilligan fell out
of his hammock.

Rhonda folded an arm across her stom-
ach. “There’s Burger King in the car she
said. “Put on your outfits. We have a party in
Southfield”

The first two gold parties had been in
their subdivision. The next one had been at
Rhonda’s old boss’ new house, a big white
stucco box overlooking a lake. But the most
recent party had been in Southfield, at the
house of another saleswoman from Rhonda’s
Insurance job, a black lady who had moved
into the neighborhood with her sister, around

the corner from their Grandma Nicky’s old
house.

Victor had loved that party, not just
because the music was better and the guests

snuck them tips. He enjoyed watching Rhon-
da in that crowd. Their mother talked al]

the time about how she had grOwn up poor
on Chicago’s near West Side, in a run-down
apartment above her uncle’s shoe Store, and

they had been there to visit thejr Bubby, who
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closest friends growing .
including Victor’s godmother, Auntie Shelly,

who they sometimes stayed Witb in h'er lake-
front apartment on the South Side. His moth-
er didn’t put on mannerisms aroun(.i black
people, like white kids at school trying to act
cool. And she wasn’t reactive, like Grandma
Nicky, who power locked the doors of her
Buick whenever a black person walked by.
Rhonda’s new coat earned a lot of compli-
ments at the party, and she left it on, or took
it off only to put it back on again, for most of
the evening. Victor understood. He couldn’t
stop looking at it. It was so pure and envel-
oping, like a cloud lair, but also cruel and
decadent, made of rare animals that had been
murdered and skinned. And its color was at
once uniform and mutable, sometimes grey,
sometimes aquamarine, sometimes platinum,
depending on the light or even the airy wake
of someone walking by. He couldn’t figure
out how many pelts it was made from. He
didn’t even know how big an arctic fox might
be. “Where do the furs join together?” he
asked Mindy. He knew sheld done a Michigan
school history project on French Canadian




ad learned in her Disco dance class, “fust ot

A ead. baby, the woman whispered.

rhonda seemed elated on the drive home
The price of gold had been rising—she or
rthan would read out the value from the Frep
press every morning—and shed jacked up

rices twice in the past few weeks. “They say
+ could hit 1000 dollars an ounce,” she said,
sgain, on the car ride home. "Maybe you boys
will be able to go to college after all”

‘And Mindy, Victor said. His sister el-
howed him in the ribs.

But as soon as they walked in the door
athome, the business line started ringing.
Rhonda went up to The Cave without even
telling them the final take.

She came back down forty minutes later,
flushed with vodka, her makeup blurred.
she was still wearing her fur, but it no longer
seemed to give her any joy. Mindy had gone
upstairs to talk to her best friends, the Jens,
but Victor and Ethan were still finishing their
"omework at the kitchen table. Another of
Fhe thin bulbs on the overhead fixture had
JUst burned out, and there hadn’t been any
"Placements in the closet for years. Rhonda

"Pened the freezer and added a gluey bolt

o S.t()]i to her glass. She scooted into Ethan's
Chair with hih

You're such a good boy; she said strok-

his Wavy hair, She squinted at his day

“I)anner, at everything he still had to finish.
1 . oty kept you from your schoolwork. 1

ing
bl

«qt sounds like YO

H
= g head Went down, and she started to
+ T1€ promised,” ghe whimpered, leaning

Into Ethan’s bony shoulder,
er. He |
help. To be with us. Tobe a f W i

, ather f
OB kinhdwtannin €r for all of

. , and contin-
ued crying, Then she glanced down at her

§tomach and wove her hands together across
It. “"What would you think of having a little
brother or sister?”

Victor felt a trilling rush. He loved babies,

the way they gurgled and reached out for
him, the way they were still excited about all
the things they didn’t know. But Ethan nar-

rowed his eyes. "I already have a little brother

and sister.”

Rhonda cried even harder. “You don't
want it either” she sobbed. “He’ll never leave
her. Never. If he’s lying about that, what else
is he lying about?”

Victor reached out his hand and laced in

with his mother’s long witchy fingers, every
knuckle familiar. She let him take hold, but
she stayed focused on his brother. Ethan

looked back into his history textbook.
ably; everything.”

“Prob-

’re ch

4t the light 1D the ki




Ethan was doing his math homework. “Give
me the transitive property, or give me death,”
he said, squinting into his textbook. She
picked up the downstairs extension of the
kids’ second line, “Mindy. Coat, outfit, now.
We're going out.”

She drove them to Excalibur. “Isn’t this a
nightclub?” Ethan asked. The entrance fea-
tured a velvet rope, and a classic car parked
on a lit mirrored platform.

“It’s a supper club,” Rhonda said. “We're
here for supper.”

“What kind of car is that?” Mindy asked
Victor,

“It's a modern version of a classic Mer-
cedes, called an Excalibur, The restaurant is
named for it.”

Ethan shoved Victor and pointed at the
marquee, all Gothic letters, and a long pom-
meled “]” ending in a knifepoint. “It’s named
for King Arthur’s sword, moron”

Rhonda slapped Ethan’s shoulder and held
up one finger, like she was starting a count.
“You're both right,” she said. “And don’t fight

with your brother, When you have no one
else, yow’ll need each other”

mirror-topped bar or squeezed together in
orange banquettes with men in belted Jackets
and thick moustaches, The dining room wag
a maze of wood-paneled pillars and Op-art
carpeting secreting tables with burgundy
tablecloths. “They hide all the spilled wine?”
Ethan said. Everyone was looking around
anxiously, like they were waiting to pay and
go somewhere much better, A black man ip 4
ribbed brown turtleneck was playing a silyer
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flugelhorn on a tiny stage. They were the only

kids there.
Rhonda checked her fur, and made the

kids check their coats as well. She handed
Ethan a five to put in the jar. “If it moves, tip
it she said, strutting to the host’s stand.
Victor tugged at the seat of the purple
wool pants hed insisted on wearing. His
clothes felt tight in all the wrong places,
but his mother looked at ease, even in the
old emerald dress shed worn to Ethan’s bar
mitzvah. Her frizzy hair was picked out into a
rufous cloud, and the lights in a potted palm
shone through like it was ablaze. A dangly
gold necklace kept lassoing her left breast.
The tuxedoed maitre d’ knew her by name.,
Rhonda insisted that the waiter bring a
split of champagne right away, and she let
each of the kids try a sizzling sip. “It’s a per-
sonalized barrette order” she said, raising her

flute. “From Hudson’s. Five hundred pairs, for
the Christmas rush.”

‘Aren’t barrettes costume jewelry?” Ethan
asked.

“Little Extras is Little Extras. The name
is the brand” She pointed at the label on the



iown her napkin. “Doggie bags are for dogs”

Though shed had a giant martini with
jinner, Rhonda insisted on starting the order
s soon as they got home. She sent Victor
down tO the basement to retrieve some old
Goody inventory—a muddle of jewel-toned
warrettes in cloudy plastic bags. Mindy joined
him, and they carried the box up together in
procession, Step by step, even though it wasn't
that heavy, and set it on the kitchen table like
1 coronation offering.

“If I do fifty a day after work, I'll be done
before Thanksgiving.” Rhonda unscrewed
the cap on a tiny jar of white acrylic paint,
and poured a dab into a Chinet bowl. She
unfolded the list of names the store had sent
and dipped her brass-tipped calligraphy pen.
Angel, she wrote in fluid script across the blue
plastic, adding a flower at each end. She re-
peated this on its twin, then grabbed a thick
black marker and crossed the name off the
list. She smiled her best, most genuine smile.
Mindy nudged Victor. He felt a tingle. “We

iilear two bucks on every pair,” Rhonda said.
tasy money.”

}T:}lle Darrette job went wrong right away.
Onda talked about it all the time, catalogu-

In . |
5 Every problem, in detail, over and over—

(\)]n the Phone with her friends, while driving

be e
She’zlmbursed until the order is complete.

Under estimated the number of discardS

shed have to make dye t0 errors—the pajnt

couldn’t just be Wiped from the creyices and

solvents removed the gloss. She got repri-
manded in the insurance off

1Iimgers V.V&S steali.ng her idea, She eventually
ad to hire her friend Irene to help, and when
Irene fell behind, she pressed the kids into
service. “Ten pair, each, every night—after
homework, before TV”

Ethan and Mindy’s handwriting was clear,
and they made quick work of their assign-
ments. But Victor had poor penmanship,
and his left-handedness meant that he had
to contort his wrist and hold the pen high,
or the heel of his hand would drag across his
script. His discard rate, according to Ethan,
was nearly one-in-three. “Youe not even a

good slave, Vicky. Were probably going to
lose the house because of you.”

Hanukkah started, but they forgot to
light the candles. “So, the Maccabees were
slaughtered for nothing?” Ethan screaméd.
The weather turned frigid and the pipes in
their bathroom froze, forcing them to ﬁght,
over time 1N Rhonda’s tiny shower. Hudsops




. 'n
But don'’t overdo it.” She glanced at V?l,c,tohrel
the mirror. “You brought your wallet? S r
said to Ethan. “You know that I would neve

badmouth your father in front of you, but
he's three months behind on child support, as

usual, and I'm a little short.” |
“Maybe we shouldn’t go out if we cant
aftord it,” Ethan said.
Rhonda lit a menthol. “That’s exactly

when we need to go out most.”

Ihe pipes were finally fixed just before
Christmas break, but the hole in the wall

das bathroom after school. He was mocked
in the boy’s room between classes, and he
felt safe and private in The Cave. He could
touch his mother’s things, try on her jewelry,
dig through the jumble in every drawer, flip
through the Playgirls piled under her bed,
unzip her purses and breathe in thejr scent:
lipstick, cigarettes, Wrigley’s original, butter
rum Life Savers, Obsession. But as he snuck
in there late one afternoon, he found his
mother lying on the bed, her arm over her

eyes. The room smelled rank, like the guts of
a carved pumpkin.

bed in years. Her pillow was damp. “Did they
let you off work early for the holidays?” e
asked. “Do we have a gold party?”

Rhonda didn’t answer. “Oh, Bug?” she
said, finally, reviving an old nickname ghe
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hadn’t used in years. “You're S0 sweet to
check in on me.” She stroked. his head. “I
always said youre the most hlie me out of 3]]
you kids. Creative. Nurturing.” Her free hand
moved to her stomach, tracing circles on her
silky cream blouse. “If I needed your help yoy
would help me, right? You would help Mom-
my?” She started sobbing in earnest, and she
suddenly grabbed his hand, and stared him
in the eye. “I need someone. I need...some-
one...to help me,” she cried.

Victor's stomach cramped. His shoes were
always untied, his hair tangled, his manner-
isms wrong, his homework returned Iilegible.
Do Over. He lost his lunch money, he lost his
way. He couldn’t even take care of himself, He
clutched her fingers. “..I can help.”

“Good?” She hugged him tighter. “Good.
Good boy.”

The business line rang, clacking on the
nightstand, and Victor felt Rhonda’s arm
shudder. She picked up the handset and held

it for a moment, then set it right back down

on its cradle. Victor saw the script on the
phone’s soft edge. Princess.

Rhonda started to cry again. “He said he
didn’t want it, He made me...get rid of it,”

she clutched him tighter with each word. “He




;nd his mother turned away. This time, as the
receiver hovered, he could hear a man’s voice,
gt .nd familiar. Rhonda. Please? Talk to
ne. | need you to talk to me right now. It was
qot a Very businesslike tone.

she pressed the disconnect button and
dropped the handset on the bed. Her forearm
fell over her forehead, over her eyes. “Unplug
.+ for me, honey,” she said. The phone slid y
jown, and onto the floor. “Just unplug it.”




