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Editing—even on a more “normal” film—is not so much a putting together as it is a discovery of a path.

				—WALTER MURCH, IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE

				Little Red Riding Hood: A wolf and a person aren’t the same thing.

				Witch: Ask a wolf’s mother.

				—JAMES LAPINE, INTO THE WOODS

				My heart is not afraid of deep water.

				It is wearing its life vest,

				that invisible garment of love

				and trust, and it tells you this story.

				—NANCY WILLARD, “SWIMMING LESSONS”

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					PART ONE

					Before

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			The story of Scottie’s life—which is, of course, the story of my life too—begins with my sister Robin. It’s strange how little we talk about it now. Of the three of us, I’m the only one who dwells on our history, probably because I’m the one who chose and formed it. If I bring up that day in the Laurentians, Robin says she doesn’t remember much about it. I find this impossible to imagine. For me, the opposite is true, with every detail lodged unwaveringly in my memory, recorded in detail, like a film I can replay at any time.

			It goes like this: a sunny day in June, the leafy heat of summer at odds with my frozen terror as I stood fixed to the ground. The air thick and still as a wall against Robin’s ragged breath.

			And the wolf my sister had named Catherine inspecting us both with her yellow eyes.

			Robin was thirty-eight weeks pregnant at the time, and she’d just irritably informed me that pregnancy lasted ten months, not nine. She was angry about this, as if there had been a conspiracy to keep her misinformed. She was angry in general, because she was hot and uncomfortable and couldn’t sleep. We were walking down a trail behind her house that led to a canopy of pine trees, hoping the air would be cooler there. Walking was all Robin wanted to do, although she complained about this, too: her hips hurt, her knees hurt, her ribs hurt. Complaining wasn’t typical of my sister, who was stoically, even savagely independent, and it worried me. We stopped every few steps so she could catch her breath, and when we did, I watched her stroke her belly; she wasn’t in other ways tender toward the baby inside her, or herself.

			She frowned. “What are you doing?”

			
			“Nothing.”

			“You’re touching yourself,” she said.

			I hadn’t realized until then that I was imitating her, making myself a mirror. My palm was flat against my own stomach, though there was nothing to stroke. I flushed with embarrassment, and my sister gave her harsh bark of a laugh.

			“It’s okay,” she said. “I get it.”

			But how could she get it? She didn’t live in my body any more than I could live in hers. We stood body to body, sister to sister, across an impossible divide.

			To change the subject, I began telling her about a cache of old films that had been discovered in a permafrost landfill beneath an ice rink in Dawson City, Yukon. Dating from the early twentieth century, the films had belonged to a movie house. Back in those days, I said, movies traveled from California to cities like Calgary and Vancouver before heading to Whitehorse and eventually reaching the mining community in Dawson City, at which point it made no sense to ship them back to their point of origin. So they accumulated there, an accidental archive. The films were made of cellulose nitrate, a material known to disintegrate, melt, even spontaneously combust. If they hadn’t been buried below the rink—nestled alongside chicken wire and dirt and bits of wooden debris—they might have burned the whole town down.

			“Movies used to explode?” Robin said.

			I nodded. I told her how the movie house went out of business and dumped the films, which were found decades later by a backhoe operator clearing the land for a new recreation center. The story fascinated me, with its unlikely combination of flammable film and icy bedrock, of preservation by neglect, how a town had maintained its history by forgetting it. Most silent films of that era have been lost to fire or decay, but abandonment saved these ones. As for my sister, she’d heard me go on about this kind of trivia for years—I was a collector of arcane information, especially anything relating to film—and I suppose she must have been used to it. She was listening now, so quietly that it took me longer than it should have to notice something was wrong.

			
			Her eyes were trained on a point behind my head. “Look,” she said.

			We saw the wolf trot out of the forest like a lost dog looking for its home. From her strange gait, one leg hobbled, we knew it was Catherine. Her grey-brown fur looked knotted and flat, her body narrow-hipped and sinewy. It was possible, we thought later, that she was searching for her pack. To me it hardly matters; her motives aren’t my concern. What I remember is her graceless stagger, and how quickly she moved despite it. How when she bore down on us, so close that I could see her eyes, I couldn’t tell whether she recognized us, whether the bond Robin had nurtured with her was sturdy, or significant, or the slightest bit present in her mind.

			What happened next was my fault.

			The wolf ran toward Robin as if to jump on her, and I pulled my sister sharply to the side, scared for both her and the baby. Robin wrestled against me—wanting to greet Catherine, I guess, or at least to see her close-up. A fit of vertigo washed over me then, the sky and earth changing places; everything solid jellied and spun. I clung to whatever I could grasp as my vision hazed, and inside my ears was the crash and roll of some invisible ocean. I think I grabbed Robin’s shoulder, but it might have been her leg—that’s how disoriented I was. In the push and pull between us Robin lost her balance, stumbled, and fell. The wolf kept going, running past us as if we didn’t even exist.

			Slowly my eyes cleared, and the ground assembled itself beneath me. Vertigo passing is like an earthquake in reverse: pieces knit themselves back together, the world unshudders and comes to rest.

			Next to me, Robin moaned, a terrible, keening sound.

			“Are you all right?” I said.

			She didn’t answer. Her face was an ashy color I’d never seen before, and she pressed a hand to her belly again, the gesture not gentle this time.

			
			I cradled my sister’s head in my lap but she seemed hardly to notice my presence, much less be eased by it. Her body was hot to my touch, her hair sticking wetly to my hand.

			Then we heard the rest of the pack begin to vocalize in rolling harmonics, whether in greeting to Catherine or for some other reason. Their silvery howls rose and fell, rose and fell. I thought it was spooky, but Robin’s face relaxed and she opened her eyes. What I found wild, she found a comfort, and that had always been a difference between us.

			“Where’s Catherine?” she said.

			I told her I didn’t know; the wolf had gone. My sister struggled to sit up, and I could see she was hurting, but there was no stopping her from standing. There had never been any stopping Robin from whatever she wanted to do. She got to her feet, though her knees buckled once and she had to brace herself against me as I tried and failed to coax her back to the house.

			Only my sister would have ignored going into labor in order to look for a wolf. Only my sister would have asked, through the pain, “Where did she go?”

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					PART TWO

					Childhood

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			1.

			It seems to me now, as I look back, that my sister was never entirely tame. When we were children, Robin often disappeared for an hour, an afternoon, a day. Our mother, who was rarely home, didn’t notice, but I was bothered by these absences. I nursed a passion for regularity; I craved fixed mealtimes and weekday routines. Every Wednesday I went to the pizza parlor down the block from our apartment and, using the crinkled bills our mother left scattered on the counter, bought a pizza, carried it home in a white box loose-bottomed with grease, and waited. I only did this on Wednesdays. On Tuesdays my class had library time and on Thursdays we had art. I liked the library and art, but I loved knowing what was coming next. In my mind each day wore a color—purple for library, orange for pizza, a splatter of yellow for art—that stitched the week into a rainbow, into structure and sense. Even at that age I was a collector of patterns, a magpie in search of scraps.

			Our mother, Marianne, was vexed by my expectations. If I asked her when she’d be home, she wouldn’t answer, finding the question unreasonable. She considered it a form of imprisonment to say where she was going or why, and as the young mother of two young children she’d already been imprisoned enough. At least that’s what I think now. At the time, I thought she resented us, and contrived one reason or another to be away from us as much as she could. Which may also have been true.

			Marianne was beautiful. She had long shiny black hair that she wore loose or in a flat ponytail tied at the base of her neck, and either way you could see her high pale forehead and dark brown eyes. Years later, at a museum in New York, I came across Giacometti’s tall, spindly bronze sculptures of women and burst into tears, because they reminded me so much of her: thin but not fragile, flesh hard as metal, unembraceable. She didn’t enjoy being touched, at least not by us. She came from a rigid Catholic family, the dual strands of Irish and French-Canadian tradition forcefully interwoven, and I suspect her father had laid a hand on her more than once when she was growing up. Her mother was equally severe. When Marianne was fifteen she began fighting with them, protesting that her older brothers were given freedoms and futures denied to her. Her parents wanted her to get married as soon as possible; that was the extent of their hopes. Instead, she left their cramped apartment near the Farine Five Roses Flour sign and moved in with a friend whose parents were more permissive. She dropped out of school and got a job at a record store, where she charmed anyone who came in for a listen. She knew every band and every album. I’ll say this for Marianne, whatever her faults: she filled our home with music. She had a Magnavox turntable and a collection of albums she “borrowed” from the store, rotating the stock in her personal library, so we grew up listening to everything from Félix Leclerc to Mahler to the Rolling Stones.

			
			It was at the record store that she met my father, Todd, who’d come to Montreal from Vermont; although the draft for the Vietnam War had ended two years earlier, he maintained conscientious objections to American warmongering. He was, according to Marianne, very handsome and not very smart. She had no pictures to show me, so I was left to conjure him based on her description: a curly-haired puppy of a boy, nineteen years old, who wore plaid shirts and a sheepskin jacket unbuttoned despite the cold. They spent most of their time together with his friends. She enjoyed this, the feeling of being apart from her own background, of breaking ties to the past without even having to leave town. When they discovered she was pregnant, Todd whooped with happiness, she told me, and I have no reason to doubt her; she never once lied to protect my feelings.

			They didn’t marry, because marriage was a corrupt institution of the bourgeoisie, a fading remnant of the old order, and they put my mother’s last name, Brossard, on my birth certificate. Todd stayed in Montreal long enough to bestow upon me his American citizenship and a collection of rare coins he’d brought along from Vermont, thinking he could sell them to support us. They were worth less than he’d imagined and so, I gather, were we. One morning Marianne woke up to find him gone, leaving a garbled and poorly written note that she tore up in irritation and whose contents she could not, years later, remember.

			
			I’ve never looked for my father. I like to think he has regrets, that sometimes he wakes at night believing someone has spoken to him, a voice he doesn’t know but nonetheless recognizes; that sometimes, when he sees a woman my age, he wonders if that’s what his daughter looks like, walks like. This is my right, to think about him as I please, since he’s never been around to contradict me.

			

			—

			After he left, we were alone together. Another girl of that era, adolescent and abandoned, might have turned to her family for help, but not Marianne. Finding herself a single mother only reaffirmed her break from her background, her stalwart refusal of their judgment and values. Her parents, Cathleen and Jean-Louis, didn’t even know she’d had a baby until they encountered her on Sherbrooke Street pushing me in a pram one Saturday afternoon. Marianne was wearing what she called, with the fond nostalgia she reserved for herself, “an outrageous costume”: something like a flapper dress, hung with beads that shook when she moved, and platform sandals, and a feather in her hair. She’d come to think of life as performance. Calmly, she kissed them each on both cheeks. Jean-Louis sputtered wordlessly; Cathleen burst into tears. Their reaction seemed to have as much to do with her appearance as with the baby.

			Marianne lifted a corner of the blanket one of her friends had crocheted for me and explained that the father was an American, that they’d named me in memory of the summer days they’d spent in La Fontaine Park when she was pregnant, listening to the sounds of birds. So it could have been worse—I might have been a cardinal or a dove—but my name infuriated Marianne’s parents, as she must have known it would. The fact that in French it was the name of the Montreal football team only added to the offense.

			
			Marianne didn’t care. “That’s her name,” she announced on the street, “whether you like it or not.”

			This story was one of her favorites, and I used to beg her to tell it when she was putting me to sleep, knowing it made her tender, that she’d caress my cheek with a finger.

			“Mais qu’est-ce ça veux dire, alouette?” cried her perplexed, angry father. “What kind of a name is Lark?”

			
				2.

				To keep a roof over our heads and food in our stomachs, Marianne took a number of jobs: hairdresser, waitress, coat-check girl. She was good with people and did well with tips. She was less good at showing up on time, or at being told what to do. Sometimes, when she was between jobs, we ate at soup kitchens or the homes of friends. When things got dire she’d sell her costume jewelry at a stand in the flea market, taking the money to the nearest diner, where we’d devour grilled cheese sandwiches as she filled her purse with oyster crackers and jelly packets. But she was rarely without work for long; her charm always saw her through.

				After Todd left, she talked herself into a job as a secretary at a bank downtown, and it was at this position that she met Bob Johnson, of Fox Run, Minnesota, who became her husband and Robin’s father.

				Bob was older than my mother—at thirty years old, he seemed ancient—and the opposite of Todd. A creature of habit, he ate a seven-minute egg and a slice of buttered toast with the crusts cut off for breakfast every day. I was fascinated by how the perfect rectangle of his bread disappeared neatly between his perfect rectangular teeth. He was quite handsome, with thick, wavy brown hair and high cheekbones that my mother claimed were traceable to his Dakota Sioux ancestry. Although it was 1979 when they met, he dressed like a movie idol from the fifties, in slim-cut pants and collared shirts with sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

				
				After they married in a small ceremony at the Palais de Justice, we moved to a tidy, well-kept apartment in Rosemount. I ought to have been happy, because my mother had, inexplicably, chosen a man whose attraction to routine was even stronger than my own. Bob liked a roast on Sundays. He liked a single glass of whiskey while he watched the evening news. He liked to think he was rescuing us from a life of poverty. He liked gratitude.

				But Bob did not like me. I think my very existence troubled him, since it reminded him that my mother had had a life, sexual and otherwise, before they met. He treated me with a tight-lipped politeness that was more uncomfortable than outright hatred would have been. I did my best not to upset him. I tiptoed around the house, I put away my toys, I dressed tidily and combed my hair; but I didn’t succeed in winning his love.

				A child who knows she is disliked can acquire the skill of invisibility. I learned to spend as much time as I could at school, and I walked slowly there and back, making each block last as long as possible. On weekends I stole change from Bob’s jacket pockets, my one delinquency, to buy tickets at the movie theatre down the street from our apartment, always sneaking from one show to the next. Many of these were films for grown-ups, and I could barely follow their plotlines, but I responded in some intuitive fashion to their rhythms, helped along by the brightly flickering images, the swell and fade of the music. I sat cross-legged in my seat, mesmerized, and nobody—it was a different era then—asked what I was doing there alone. I came to prize my invisibility, and to grasp the freedom it offered. I watched couples kissing in the dark, mothers hushing their children, an elderly woman laying her head on her companion’s shoulder and falling asleep. There was more to watch than what was on the screen.

				

				—

				
				Marianne quit her job after Robin was born. Perhaps strangely, for a woman once so fixed on rebellion and independence, she didn’t seem to mind not working. She and Bob both doted on my sister, who was an easy baby, fat-legged and dimpled, a happy eater who snuggled against my mother’s chest and fell asleep without complaint. Marianne doted on Bob too, greeting him at the door each afternoon with a freshly made drink. I see now that she threw herself into the performance of domesticity with the same intensity she brought to every other role.

				I don’t know how long she would’ve lasted in this one. It seems unlikely that she could have endured a whole life like that, or a whole marriage. But she didn’t have to try. She and Bob had been married for five years when he sat up in bed one night, white-faced, clutching his stomach. He’d apparently been suffering pain for months, but chalked it up to indigestion and stress. By the time it was diagnosed, the cancer had already spread to his lymph system, and he died two months later at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital. He ordered Marianne not to bury him in Montreal. “I want to go home to my family,” he said, by which he meant Minnesota and his parents.

				

				—

				Marianne’s grief was as impenetrable to me as her marriage had been. She seemed more nervous than sad; she smoked constantly, and her hands shook. Most nights she fell asleep in an armchair in the living room, with the television on. Bob’s colleagues at the bank sent their wives over with casseroles, and they’d put the food on the kitchen counter and get drunk with Marianne, stumbling out the door hours later, trailing vapors of cigarettes and Baby Duck wine; but after a while, they stopped coming. Marianne had been told she could go back to work at the bank, but when she applied the manager said nothing was available. Perhaps you should be at home with the children, he suggested, and Marianne spat on his desk and walked away. At least that’s what she told me she did; even then I understood that her version of events was not always credible.

				
				She found another job, at a company that imported digestive biscuits from the UK. Every week she came home with “mistakes”—boxes that had been dropped, crumbling the biscuits, or whose labels were crooked—which we ate for breakfast, lunch, and snack until the taste made me sick to my stomach. To this day I can’t eat a digestive biscuit. She hired babysitters to look after me and Robin during the workday, and increasingly left us by ourselves. While Bob was in the hospital, and Marianne often there with him, I’d grown accustomed to taking care of my sister. Giving up the movies and my long walks home from school, I fed her biscuits and milk and dressed her and played with her. I taught her to sing “Au Clair de la Lune” and to somersault across the couch cushions. I decided that she belonged to me.

			

			
				3.

				My sister grew into a delicate, dreamy girl with Bob’s high cheekbones, whether they were Sioux or not, and our mother’s shiny dark hair. She had an air of looking a bit lost, even when she knew exactly where she was. People liked to give her things: she’d come home with a box of pastries from the bakery, or a wheel of cheese in a bag that someone had thrust into her hands. Since we were usually hungry, I was always glad to see these gifts. Marianne started dating again, and often didn’t come home until after we were asleep. In the mornings, getting ready for work, she’d tell us where she’d been: a restaurant, a party, a night at the theatre. Her stories were tinged with glamour and malice: when she talked about people she’d met, she cut them down to size. She wanted us to know that she saw through everything.

				
				Every so often she brought a man home for dinner, and Robin and I would comb our hair and wear dresses and set the table. Some of the men were jocular, stealing our noses and waving their thumbs in our faces; others were red-faced and tipsy, squeezing Marianne as she brushed past them to serve the lamb or beef. After eating we got ourselves ready for bed, reappearing in our pajamas with our teeth brushed for a final goodnight.

				In our shared room, we whispered. Quiet and invisible elsewhere, with my sister I was full of opinions.

				“That one was the worst yet,” I’d tell her.

				“He wasn’t so bad.”

				“His breath smelled like Limburger.”

				“What’s Limburger?”

				“The worst-smelling cheese in the world.”

				“He’s nicer-looking than the last one.”

				“That’s not saying much. The last one looked like a walrus.”

				Robin would laugh. “He did!”

				The dinners always seemed to go fine but the men never came back, and I assumed this was because of us, the burden we represented. Marianne moved from one man to the next. All her friends were getting divorced and she declared, “Finally, everyone else is catching up with me.” We didn’t point out that she had never, in fact, been divorced. She liked to think of herself as a pioneer.

				

				—

				Marianne fed and clothed us, but anything beyond that was our responsibility. If we asked for more of her attention, she might give it, or she might fly into a rage and scold us, even knocking over furniture in her anger. Once in a tantrum she gathered up all our toys in a garbage bag and threw them away. Once she stormed away from the dinner table while we were eating and we didn’t see her for two days. Other times she took us in her arms and spun us around to “Superstition” or “C’est pour toi.” We never knew which Marianne to expect, so we learned to expect nothing, demand nothing.

				
				Robin’s teachers praised her, cast her in plays, and sent notes home suggesting singing lessons, because her voice was so lovely. I was the better student, often placing at the top of my class, but struck silent by shyness, and throughout elementary school I don’t think I ever once raised my hand. Sometimes my teacher would turn around and seem surprised I was even in the room, and when this happened I wasn’t upset but gratified. I practiced the art of subtracting myself from any given situation. To do what Robin did—to sing “Greensleeves” by herself at a school assembly, for example, when she was in grade one—would have been impossible for me. I would rather have died. I was proud of Robin and not at all jealous. Years later someone asked me about our unhappy childhood, using that word, and I was startled; I’d never thought of it like that. It was strange, yes, in the sense that we mostly raised ourselves, but I wouldn’t call it unhappy. My sister and I had each other, a union of separate but conjoined strengths. We were the bird sisters, Lark and Robin, one who could study, and one who could sing.

			

			
				4.

				When I consider the shape Robin’s life took later on, the things she chose or refused, I think about the year she was seven and I was eleven. At school her teacher had mentioned Marie-Angélique Le Blanc, the eighteenth-century Wild Child of Songy, who lived in the forests of France for a decade before getting captured by villagers. Historians believe she was from the Meskwaki people of what today is Wisconsin, and that she was brought to France under mysterious circumstances by an older Canadian woman. Some believed that during her time in the forest she lived with wolves; others that she fended the wolves off with weapons she’d fashioned. After her capture, she was assimilated back into society, successfully learning to read and write, and died in Paris at the age of sixty-three.

				
				Some combination of the elements of this story—Midwestern roots, mysterious parent, youthful years of freedom and isolation—must have spoken to my sister of herself. Fascinated with this girl, Robin took to befriending whatever wild animals she could find in our neighborhood—mostly squirrels, feral cats, the occasional dog that had breached its yard—wondering if she could live among them if the opportunity arose. She scavenged berries off bushes, nibbling them as she sat outside in a cutting wind. At home she insisted that I put her food on the floor, where she’d crouch down and eat without using her hands.

				I wasn’t bothered by her behavior. I was absorbed in reading a biography of Mackenzie King, the prime minister who used séances to consult with his dead mother on issues of the day. Interested in trying this myself, I lay on the floor next to my sister with the book open before me, scribbling notes about how séances could break through the slim barrier between the living and the dead. Unfortunately, the only dead person I knew was Bob, and I doubted he wanted to hear from me. Marianne would step over both of us, shaking her head, and go straight out the door.

				

				—

				When Robin wandered through the neighborhood befriending the animals, I sometimes went with her, less out of a desire to protect her than because I had no other friends. A few streets away was a small house that looked semi-abandoned, its paint faded and its siding streaked with grime. Sometimes we crept up to the windows and stared at the cobwebby innards. We could make out an arrangement of furniture whose use seemed ambiguous—a few scattered chairs and stools, an armchair, a high table in the center of the room. Sometimes these pieces had been moved around, but we never saw anyone inside, until one afternoon, as we were peering in the window, a witch’s face appeared before us.

				
				Her nose was round and bulbous at the tip; her eyes were pale and watery and weird; her grey hair lay in a braid that coiled around her neck and trailed down her shoulder like a pet snake. She wore dangly earrings with dusty-looking rhinestones and a long skirt with ruffles that were tearing loose in spots. She looked like she’d gotten dressed for a fancy party decades before and never changed.

				She smiled at us and curled a finger, beckoning us inside.

				She was, it turned out, not a witch, but a piano teacher named Mrs. Gasparian. She led us into a side room that featured a piano, a rug, and a wilted plant. We’d been told at school to be wary of strangers, but Mrs. Gasparian was as threatless as a person could be. She sat with her legs crossed beneath her long skirt, listening and nodding as we gave her our names. Then she offered us some digestive biscuits, which we refused.

				Mrs. Gasparian asked a lot of questions, none of them personal. She wanted to know what we’d learned at school that day, what books we liked, what we thought of the painting on the far wall, and whether we’d rather visit Paris or London. In other words she spoke to us as if we were adults, not children, and this was thrilling. Her low, husky voice was very pleasant to listen to, and one of her eyelids drooped, which made her look a bit ill but also a bit mischievous, as if she were permanently winking.

				In a rare moment of extroversion I was telling Mrs. Gasparian about one of my favorite films, Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, elaborating its plot intricacies in detail, when Robin slipped off her chair and went to investigate the piano. She plinked around on the high notes and began to sing along, matching the notes with her voice. While still talking, I saw Mrs. Gasparian’s face change, the attention leaving her expression even as she nodded and kept her eyes fixed on me. At last I fell silent, and we both watched Robin pressing the keys with her index finger and mirroring the melody with her voice, completely absorbed in what she was doing. It felt like eavesdropping on a private conversation, something very intimate, almost grossly so, and it made me uncomfortable, though I couldn’t have said why. I shifted in my chair.

				
				Robin turned around. “What?” she said.

				“Nothing, dear,” Mrs. Gasparian said. “Keep going.”

				But Robin could tell that I wasn’t happy, and she cocked her head to the side. We had between us a language of signs and gestures, and this one meant Let’s go.

				

				—

				Soon Robin and I were haunting Mrs. Gasparian’s house. She never asked to speak to our mother and didn’t seem to care about payment for the lessons she began giving my sister. She told Robin to come over as often as she wanted, to practice, and I often went along. She had a grey cat named Marcel who was grotesquely fat and rarely moved, although he must have gotten around somehow because cat hair feathered the chairs and clustered beneath the furniture in dense, silky drifts. There didn’t seem to be a Mr. Gasparian, and she never spoke of her past, at least not that part of it. We heard about a concert she’d been to as a girl, when a Liszt sonata had moved her to tears; we heard that Kafka was the great poet of loneliness, and that cold weather made her crave a particular kind of soup whose name I can no longer remember. She was full of reminiscences that meant nothing to us, and yet we were riveted by them. I think this had to do with her air of conviction, her assumption that we understood the importance of culture, and the exoticism of her clothes and hair. Like Marianne, she didn’t care what anybody else thought of her, but unlike Marianne, she had time for us and was always home. Though focused on my sister, she’d also lay out books for me in the living room, or old wall calendars she’d kept because she liked the pictures, and I’d sit on the floor there and occupy myself. Sometimes I returned to my old habit of going to the movies, but just as often I preferred to be in the living room while Robin and Mrs. Gasparian played and murmured. This was my ideal situation, to be present and listening in one room while the action happened in the next, and during those long dusty hours I was happier than I’d ever been.

			

			
				
				5.

				Mrs. Gasparian told us that every pianist must learn to perform. Robin had been taking lessons for over a year, and it was time for her first recital.

				“Perhaps you will invite your parents to come,” Mrs. Gasparian said gently, writing the date and time down on a notecard in curly, old-fashioned penmanship. Robin and I glanced at each other nervously. We were both thinking, I was sure, about something that had happened earlier that year, when I won an award at school; it was part of a provincial math contest in which all students were required to participate. The results were announced at assembly, and those with the highest marks were asked to walk onstage to receive certificates. Not only did I have the top score in our school, I’d placed fairly high in the entire province. When I heard the math teacher say “Lark Brossard,” I shut my eyes in terror and kept them closed until Vivian Hum, who was sitting next to me, pushed me hard and hissed, “Go.” My legs shook as I climbed the stairs and stood in front of everyone.

				“Well done, Lark,” the math teacher said, and gave me the certificate; my hand trembled so badly that I dropped it, and it fluttered down below, making everyone laugh. I ran offstage, not realizing I was supposed to shake the teacher’s hand, so that she was left there with her arm outstretched, making everyone laugh again. I ran out of the gymnasium and into the girls’ washroom, where I locked myself in a stall. Vivian Hum, who would’ve been my friend if I hadn’t been too shy to allow it, found me there after assembly and handed me the crumpled certificate, which she’d picked up off the floor.

				I would never have mentioned the award to our mother, but Robin was so proud of me that she told Marianne the next morning, when we were drinking our milk and Marianne her tea. “Look,” she said, holding the certificate out. “Lark is the smartest girl in school.”

				
				Marianne blew on her tea. We hadn’t seen her the night before, and this morning she was wearing her bathrobe, which was usually a good sign; it meant she’d enjoyed herself, and wanted to luxuriate in the feeling. She glanced at the paper, then at Robin, as if noticing her for the first time in ages. “Your hair is a disaster,” she said. “Where’s your brush?”

				Robin said, “They made a presentation onstage and everything.”

				“I can’t even look at this bird’s nest. Go get your brush. Now!”

				It never did any good to argue with Marianne. Some nights, we woke from dream-deep sleep to find her next to one of us in bed, stroking our hair, nuzzling our temples. But she wouldn’t be forced into anything, even praise. She gave affection when she wanted to, not on command.

				So Robin and I decided that inviting her to the piano recital—especially since we’d never mentioned Mrs. Gasparian in the first place—wouldn’t go well.

				On a cold Saturday afternoon in April we slipped out of the apartment, wearing ski jackets over our dresses and our Kodiak boots. We spent some time at the pharmacy, where I shoplifted a lip gloss for Robin, and then lingered in the little weedy park next to the dépanneur. Robin was unusually quiet. At night I could hear her fingers rustling across the bedspread as she rehearsed a piece in her mind, and she was doing the same thing now, her hands twitching lightly on her jacket as if flicking away one bug after another.

				By the time we arrived at Mrs. Gasparian’s we were windswept, cheeks red, hair in knots. If she was surprised to see us unaccompanied, she didn’t show it.

				“Welcome, my dears,” she said. “Would you like something to drink before we start?” She gave us each a mug of weak tea with a lot of milk and sugar, and we stood in the corner, warming our hands. The piano had been rolled into the living room, and Mrs. Gasparian’s assorted chairs lined up in front of it. Marcel the cat was seated in an armchair, licking himself with brazen exhibitionism. Next to the piano, Mrs. Gasparian stood chatting with a thin, bearded man wearing too-tight corduroys and a sweater vest over a collared shirt. There was also a stout middle-aged lady with curly hair and a younger woman wearing red lipstick and a fancy black dress. We were the only children.

				
				Mrs. Gasparian clapped her hands in welcome, then invited the younger woman to play first. She clicked forward in high heels and played what seemed to me an impossibly complex piece, flowing and moody, and her hair, which was pulled back in a high ponytail, swished back and forth wildly. When she finished, she pulled the end of her ponytail toward her chest, shyly, and began picking at the hairs while the rest of us applauded.

				The stout lady followed, a beginner soldiering through a parade march. Mrs. Gasparian watched with an expression of benign neutrality, and then we all clapped again, the stout lady red-faced with relief.

				Robin was next. Though I’d been present for most of her lessons, I hadn’t paid much attention and knew nothing about music; I’d taken her progress for granted. It was only when I saw the thin bearded man stiffen, and the young lady scowl in jealousy, and Mrs. Gasparian break into a smile, that I understood something about my sister. She played a piece divided into several small sections—a theme and variations, I can guess now—and I imagine Mrs. Gasparian chose it for the range it offered: one section romantic, one brooding, one violent, one pretty and spring-like. Robin frowned at the piano while she played, as if commanding it to behave. Her performance held the same private quality as it had that first day; again I felt like I’d stumbled into some intimate conversation, as if she were sitting there naked and exposed, and I flushed with an emotion that I couldn’t define. When she finished, the applause was slow and bemused. The bearded man whispered something to the young woman, raising his eyebrows. Robin returned to the chair beside me, not looking at anyone; her eyes were still elsewhere.

				
				“I made a mistake,” she whispered. “In the adagio.”

				“No one could tell,” I said.

				“Mrs. Gasparian could,” she said unhappily, her mouth pursed.

				After Robin, Mrs. Gasparian stood again. “Our final performer, Leo, has a special piece planned.” The bearded man stood, bowed, and sat down on the bench, but did not play. I looked around, trying to understand what was happening. Everyone was still, listening thoughtfully. Robin was preoccupied, going over her mistake. At last he stood again, bowed again, and returned to his armchair. Mrs. Gasparian led us in a round of confused applause, then invited us to join her for cake that she’d baked herself.

				Almost no one spoke to us afterward. The others gathered in clusters, making small talk, acknowledging Robin only in sidelong glances. We didn’t think much of it; being ignored by adults was normal to us; it didn’t occur to us that her talent was outlandish and perhaps even intimidating. The bearded man explained his piece to everyone. “It’s about silence,” he said. “Didn’t it make you feel the room?”

				“Sort of,” said the young woman with the ponytail. “It was kind of uncomfortable.”

				“Exactly,” said the bearded man.

				Only the stout middle-aged lady came over to us, squeezing both of our hands. “Your sister is something else,” she said to me ambiguously. “I’m so embarrassed.”

				Mrs. Gasparian brought us each a slice of chocolate cake on a plate. When I cut into mine, I saw it was downy with cat hair. I ate it anyway.

			

			
				
				6.

				When I was fourteen and Robin was ten, Marianne got a job selling perfume to department stores. She began traveling for work, and sometimes she was gone for days at a stretch. While she was away, we looked after ourselves. In the mornings I packed Robin’s lunch and braided her hair and walked her to her bus stop—we were at different schools now. In the evenings I signed Marianne’s name on notes and made Kraft Dinner or grilled cheese sandwiches. Robin set the table and washed the dishes. Then we listened to Marianne’s records or watched TV until bleary-eyed, with no one to tell us it was bedtime. We missed Marianne but we were more relaxed in her absence, less afraid of doing or saying anything that might tip her mood into ugliness. When she came home, she’d bring us tube samples of perfume taped to little cards, and we’d douse ourselves until she held her nose and said, “Enough, you fiends.”

				At night Robin and I lay in bed and talked, mostly gossiping about Marianne. We didn’t believe she was always at work when she went away. Sometimes she came home with a mysterious smile on her face, or made us hot chocolate with marshmallows for breakfast, both of which we took as signs she’d been up to something.

				“I think she has a boyfriend now,” I said.

				“You mean that man who called? He was selling vacuum cleaners.”

				“That’s what he said he wanted.”

				“Maybe he really was selling them.”

				“Maybe she really wanted his vacuum cleaner,” I said.

				Robin laughed. She was the only person I could make laugh. I told her stories about people at school: how the science teacher and the custodian were having an affair they thought was secret but wasn’t; how I’d seen the teacher emerging from the supply closet, straightening her skirt. Robin didn’t talk much about her life at school. She never did very well there, because she was like Marianne, paying attention only when she felt like it, learning only what she wanted to, not liking being told what to do. She had difficulty concentrating except when it came to music. And perhaps just as importantly, she didn’t mind being scolded; didn’t care when her report cards noted that she could certainly do better if she tried harder. She lacked the fear that motivated me constantly, whether in the classroom, on the bus, or at home: I was terrified of being discovered and chastised by some nameless authority. I felt guilty of a crime I hadn’t committed yet, and so I constantly atoned. Once another girl stepped on my foot in the hallway at school, and I said sorry. She grimaced. “What are you sorry for? Being born?”

			

			
				
				7.

				Marianne did have a new boyfriend, a Swiss businessman named Hervé whom she’d met on one of her business trips. At a department store where she was calling on her account, he was buying shoes that cost more than she made in a month. “They were so beautiful,” she said reverently, as though it were the shoes she’d fallen for, not the man. In the picture she showed us, his blond hair cantilevered out from his forehead in a commanding ledge, beneath which protruded an equally monumental jawline; he seemed built of powerful structures, tightly girded and trussed.

				The two of them met in Toronto for romantic weekends, Marianne returning flushed and languorous, often wearing some new piece of jewelry that she’d turn around and sell. She was in love, but she still believed in cold, hard cash. During these years of their affair, she was almost always happy, and the mood in our apartment lightened. In the evenings we’d watch movies together—Pretty Woman, The Bodyguard. We never met Hervé, which was fine with us. We didn’t miss the awkward dinners of our childhood, or the obligation of performing for Marianne’s suitors.

				Robin finally found the courage to tell her about the piano, only because Mrs. Gasparian said that she must look for another teacher, one who specialized in advanced pupils. “You need more training than I can provide,” she decreed. She recommended someone, and insisted on speaking with Marianne. On a rainy afternoon all three of us went over to her house. Robin played a piece she was learning, stumbling a bit, which rarely happened. I could see how uncomfortable she was at this meeting of worlds. When she finished, Marianne and Mrs. Gasparian drank coffee in the kitchen, whispering for a while, and then Marianne returned to the living room and picked up her purse. She narrowed her eyes at Robin and said, “If it’ll keep you out of trouble, I suppose it’s fine. Better this than boys.”

				
				So Robin took the bus twice a week to lessons downtown, using Mrs. Gasparian’s piano for practice in between. I spent my time studying and did extra work: math competitions, essay contests, science projects. I needed something to fill the hours while Robin and Marianne were gone. One day my history teacher dropped a flyer on my desk for an American standardized test to be held at school the following month. “This could be good practice,” he said, not specifying for what. I registered, paying for it with essay contest prize money, and took it without thinking much about it. When the scores arrived in the mail, I didn’t even look at them. But I must have done well, because glossy brochures for American colleges began arriving at the apartment. In the pictures, girls in wool sweaters and corduroy skirts walked beneath brilliant autumn trees, while boys in lab coats measured fluids into beakers, their faces intent. Fascinated by these catalogues, I spent hours looking at them, stuffing them beneath my pillow when Robin or Marianne came in.

				A letter came from a small school outside Boston, Worthen College, suggesting I might qualify for a scholarship. With my history teacher’s help, I filled out an application and sent it off. I’d never talked with Marianne about what my life after high school would be like; I don’t know if she ever thought about it. She’d never finished high school herself. Anyway, she was busy with her work and her friends and her trips. When I heard her talking on the phone, she said things like, “At last the girls can look after themselves a bit more, I’m finding myself again,” which I repeated to Robin in a mocking whisper while we lay in bed at night. I thought Marianne was selfish and vain and immature. It didn’t occur to me that perhaps she was immature because she’d missed out on her own youth; when I was seventeen and spending my nights poring over college brochures, she was only thirty-five years old.
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				When a manila envelope came from Worthen, including a letter that offered a full financial aid package, I wrote back straightaway to accept, forging Marianne’s signature with a confidence borne of years of practice. It’s funny how easy it all was. These days college applications seem to take months to complete, with great expense and stress; but in 1993 the process must have been more casual, or perhaps Worthen was just so obscure that nobody was clamoring to get in. In my memory, anyway, a kind of magic took place: a portal appeared, and I slipped through it, simple as that.

				I waited until late spring to tell Marianne I was leaving home. She’d cut her hair very short and tufted it into spikes, shiny with hairspray. She ran her hands through it, like a bird adjusting her plumage, and said, “How will you pay for it?”

				“They said I don’t have to pay.”

				“What, nothing?”

				“Nothing.”

				She didn’t believe me, I could tell, but couldn’t come up with a reason why.

				“So that’s it, then? You’re just leaving.”

				She didn’t ask what I was going to study, or what I wanted to do with my life—questions that would never have occurred to her. I could tell she was angry about my rebellion, but she was too used to being the rebellious child herself; she had no words to voice her current position, and was all the more angry at me for putting her in it. At last she threw her hands up in exasperation.

				
				“You and your sister,” she concluded. “You just do whatever you want, don’t you?”

				

				—

				That evening, in the dark, I told Robin. Over the past few months, I’d shared my obsession with her—the college brochures, my dreams of strolling along cobbled walks, kicking autumn leaves—but for her this was all abstract; she was thirteen, and in her entire life we’d never spent a night apart, had never even slept in different rooms. I myself could hardly believe I was leaving. When I explained that night, whispering, Robin said nothing. The room was silent—or, not silent, but full of quiet terrible noises: the sound of our breathing, the rustle of sheets, the hum of cars outside. It made me remember the piece we’d heard at Robin’s first recital, the four minutes of silence, and how awful it could be to listen to a quiet room.

				My sister left her bed and padded over to mine, crawled in beside me, and rested her cheek on my shoulder, her tears trickling down my arm. “I didn’t think you would really go,” she said.

				I flushed with guilt. “I’ll be back,” I told her. “And you can come visit.”

				“That’s not the same,” she said.

				I put my arms around her and inhaled her familiar scent, Finesse shampoo and sweat and something else that was unidentifiable but particular to my sister, the smell of her skin. “You’ll be fine. You’ll play piano, you have your friends, you won’t even have time to miss me.”

				“I’ll have time,” she said.

				She burrowed even closer, her hair tickling my chin and neck. I stroked her back, and we both shuddered with crying.

			

			
				9.

				I left for the US on a Greyhound bus, carrying only a backpack puffy with clothes. I didn’t realize until I arrived and saw the other students that I was supposed to have brought creature comforts: blankets, a bathrobe, flip-flops, the larger apparatus of a self. A dorm administrator took pity and brought me hand-me-downs from her own daughter, who’d recently graduated, so I soon had a quilt with flowers on it, a shower caddy, and a small desk lamp.

				
				“You should’ve come early,” she said. “We have a special orientation for the international students. To help you adjust to American culture and expectations.”

				“Oh,” I said.

				“Don’t worry,” she said, squeezing my hand, then abruptly letting go as if she’d done something wrong. “It’ll be fine.”

				I wasn’t worried. I loved the tiny, forested campus, nestled inexplicably on a hillside behind an industrial park. From my dorm room on the fifth floor I could look down on a mid-sized factory with two smokestacks and a horn that blew every weekday at noon and six. Worthen had once been a teacher’s college for women, and it retained an air of modest, slightly shabby, scholarly ambition. Students walked along pathways beneath wrought-iron lamp posts, just as they’d done in the brochures. The two original buildings were lovely Victorians, while the rest—including my dorm—were made of wood and concrete blocks, and smelled of mildew. I didn’t mind. I walked through the early weeks of my classes in a kind of trance, clutching my books to my chest as if someone might try to steal them. But no one would steal anything at Worthen; it was a place where everyone smiled at you and then quickly averted their eyes so as not to cause alarm. The school was full of mild-mannered introverts, male and female, who blushed when they raised their hands. It was uncanny the extent to which I felt, for the first time, at home.

				My roommate was a girl from Framingham named Helen, who ran track and planned to study zoology. She wanted to go to Africa and save the gorillas, like Jane Goodall, whose picture she taped to the wall above her bed. When she went out for practice runs she wore headphones and listened to gorilla sounds, hoping to become fluent in gorilla communication. It was how Jane had learned, by osmosis. “She crouched and observed,” Helen told me. “She didn’t even have a formal scientific education at first.” She had Jane Goodall’s biography memorized.

				
				I liked her, though it was hard to get used to sleeping next to anyone but my sister, and Helen snored in delicate bursts, like tiny thunderstorms rolling past. And she soon drifted into a circle of athletes who met for frosty six a.m. runs and ate egg-white omelettes for breakfast; we had little in common except a willingness not to disturb each other.

				Most of my classes had been chosen for me in advance, but I liked them all and didn’t find them difficult; the extra work I’d done in high school served me well. I loved the food in the cafeteria, and when other students complained about it, or talked about missing home cooking, I didn’t know what they meant. “You eat like a stray cat,” a boy once said to me, and he was probably right: the abundance struck me as too good to be true, and I shoveled the food down enthusiastically. His remark reminded me of Robin, how she had pretended to be an animal when she was a child, and I missed her with an ache that flared suddenly and didn’t diminish so much as recede, with willed effort, to a back alley of my mind.

				I joined the international students’ association, and once a week we ate pizza in the homes of different professors who all asked whether we needed any explanation of American customs. We didn’t; we just liked the pizza.

				On Sunday afternoons I wrote letters to Robin and—nominally—Marianne, in which I tempered my happiness, not wanting to gloat or sound selfish. In return I received postcards from Robin, mostly dumb tourist ones she stole from the dépanneur, showing the cross on Mount Royal or a beaver wearing a Mountie hat, smiling with buck teeth. She said Brahms was giving her headaches and that she’d finally met Hervé. I felt a stab of betrayal: Why had Marianne brought him home now? Was I the only daughter of whom she was ashamed?

				I tried not to think about it. I was studying calculus, American literature, and European history. I was equally interested in everything and had no idea what I would major in. I was a hoarder, a collector of facts that I stored in my brain for later use, not knowing what this use might be. In the Netherlands, I learned, 1672 was known as rampjaar, the “disaster year,” because the Dutch were attacked by England, France, Münster, and Cologne. The Dutch had a saying about themselves in that year: the whole country was radeloos, redeloos en reddeloos—desperate, irrational, and past recovery. I loved this idiom, the silly-sounding Dutch words that seemed to balloon, lightly, above the weight of disaster, and I wrote about it to Robin. She wrote back on a postcard of the Quebec flag. Mrs. Gasparian died. She was in the hospital and I didn’t even know.

				
				I called home as soon as I got the postcard, but no one answered for hours. Finally Robin picked up at ten p.m., sounding forlorn.

				“Should I come home? Are you okay?”

				I could hear her crying, then a long, mucusy sniffle. “No, I’m all right,” she said.

				Silence between us on the line, but a known one. The rhythm of my sister’s breath.

				“She was so nice,” I said.

				“She was really nice.”

				“Did she still have that cat? Marcel?”

				“No,” Robin said. “The cat died a while ago.”

				“Oh,” I said.

				“I hadn’t seen her in months. I’ve been practicing at my other teacher’s house because the piano is better. She never told me she was sick.”

				“She probably didn’t want you to worry.”

				“The last time I saw her she said I needed to read Proust. That it would help my playing. I was like, what? I just shrugged and ignored her.”

				“She loved you,” I said.

				“Don’t you think I know that?” my sister said, her voice squeaking with distress.

			

			
				
				10.

				I regret that I didn’t take the bus home for the funeral. But I had my first exams coming up, and I had only just integrated myself into college life; I was worried that if I left it, the place might seal up against me and not let me back in. Robin wrote me a postcard about the service later. She said Mrs. Gasparian’s students were there—she had no family—and that Robin had played a sonata, and then everyone drank coffee and ate poppy seed cake.

				At the edge of the Worthen campus, up the steep side of a hill, was a stand of large trees that students used at night for drug trips or sex. During the day it was empty, and I often took refuge there when I needed time alone. I’d sit on a fallen log and listen to the uneasy swish of branches, the occasional bell of the campus chapel, and the trucks grinding in the industrial park below. On the morning after I spoke to Robin about Mrs. Gasparian, I was startled by a man who entered the woods walking fast and panting hard, punctuating every step by stabbing a walking stick into the forest floor. Crashing along the path, his eyes on the ground, he didn’t see me until he almost sat down on my lap.

				“Oh!” he said. “I usually sit here.”

				I stood up, flustered and a little annoyed. “I usually sit here too,” I said.

				He was wearing khaki shorts, though the weather was cold, and a heavy knit sweater flecked with pine needles and bits of leaves, as if he’d been sleeping outside. He was round and stout, with a reddish beard, and he could have been twenty or forty or anywhere in between. His legs were furry with light orange hair, and I found myself staring at them, wanting to run my hands over them; it was less a sexual attraction than whatever impulse leads a person to stroke an animal’s fur.

				“I’ve seen you before,” he said, his voice changing. “You live in Marston, right? Your roommate is the Running Girl.”

				“My roommate is Helen,” I said stiffly. “She’s on the track team.”

				
				“We just call her the Running Girl, because she always jogs past our window in her sweats. We’ve never seen her in normal clothes.”

				“She wears them,” I said, compelled to defend her. I could sense him staring at me, and it made me more self-conscious than I’d felt since arriving at Worthen. I focused lower down, on his feet, which were encased in old-fashioned leather boots. He was outfitted as if for a days-long hike, though our campus was steps away.

				“We call you Looks Down at the Ground,” he said cheerfully. “You never make eye contact with anybody.”

				“Yes, I do,” I said, meeting his eyes, which were green and not as confrontational as I’d imagined. Somehow this made me even more uncomfortable, and I sought safety in his shoes again. He leaned against his walking stick and laughed at me—for confirming the nickname, I suppose.

				“I’m Gordon,” he said.

				“Are you Canadian?”

				“No! I’m from Jamaica Plain. Why, are you?”

				“Yes.”

				“Do you have a lot of Gordons in Canada?”

				“Yes,” I said. “There were three in my graduating class. We called them Big Gordon, Little Gordon, and one was just Gord.”

				“Huh,” he said, uninterested in this trivia. “My parents are ridiculous Anglophiles. They drink pots of tea all day long and say WC instead of bathroom. God knows why. Their people are from Rhode Island, probably expelled by the very royalty they now worship.”

				“Expelled for what?”

				“Being thugs,” he said airily. “In an early-eighteenth-century kind of way.”

				I would have liked to hear more about this, but his attention wandered. He gestured toward the trail with his stick and began walking, and I followed him. As he huffed and puffed up the hill—he was not fit—he explained that he was a senior at Worthen, studying history, and he was getting in shape because after graduation he planned to spend six months hiking the Appalachian Trail. “You know, going to the woods to live deliberately and all that jazz,” he said, summarizing the jazz with a wave of his hand. He seemed a long way off being able to accomplish a six-month hike, because we stopped every couple minutes for him to catch his breath. Part of the problem, though, was that he was talking so much. Another person might have relieved him of the conversational burden, but it didn’t occur to me. I stopped and paused with him and waited for him to continue. He told me about the thesis he was writing about the history of religious violence in the nineteenth century—“People always talk about the separation of church and state,” he said, “but this is a country founded by religious extremists and that informs our national character as much as anything”—and about walks he used to take as a child with his dog Coconut, giving each subject equal weight and attention. He talked about music he liked and why David Bowie was better than Bob Dylan (“there’s the same degree of musicianship but more intellectually rigorous, you know what I mean?”—I did not) and about how hip-hop was the metaphysical poetry of our time. When, half an hour later, we reached the far end of the forest, we turned around and walked back to campus together as if this had been our plan all along.

				
				In front of my dorm, he asked me if I’d like to have dinner that night, and I said yes, assuming he meant in the cafeteria. But when I came outside at six he was wearing khaki pants, a blue collared shirt, and a corduroy blazer, and we walked ten minutes to a Chinese restaurant in a strip mall on the other side of the industrial park. In contrast to the morning, he spoke little, and silence gaped between us. When we sat down, a waiter brought us a pot of tea, and we each guzzled three or four tiny cups of it, as if slaking desperate thirst.

				“Your parents would like this, I guess,” I said.

				“What? Chinese food?”

				“The tea,” I said. “You said they drink a lot of it.”

				“Oh right. I can’t believe you remember that. You’re a good listener.”

				“It was only this morning,” I said.

				
				He fidgeted in his dress-up clothes like a kid at a wedding. “So, Lark,” he said. “Lark, Lark, Lark. Did your parents name you for a joke?”

				“What?” I said.

				“I don’t mean, did they name you that to tease you. I mean, a lark can be a bird or it can be an amusing escapade. Are you an amusing escapade?”

				“I don’t think so,” I said. I was fidgeting myself; due to nerves and copious tea drinking I needed to visit the washroom but was too shy to excuse myself from the table before we had even ordered. I was afraid of how it might look. I had no experience with boys, and Gordon, three years my senior, seemed a man.

				“So your parents were neither ornithologists nor British roustabouts,” he said.

				“Not really,” I said.

				He nodded, the teacup miniscule in his large hands. They were furry too, I noticed. It was pleasant, his hairiness; once again I imagined stroking them. He reminded me of an orangutan, and I almost told him so, before realizing this might not be received as a compliment.

				“My sister’s name is Robin,” I told him, “so that probably tips the scales toward bird-loving.” Robin had in fact been a compromise between Marianne and Bob, who wanted to call her Roberta after himself, a name that my mother declared was only suited for ugly girls.

				“Lark and Robin, are you serious?” he said. “Who are your brothers, Duck and Goose? Sorry, that was a stupid joke.”

				“It was pretty dumb,” I agreed.

				“Man, you don’t make things easy, you know that, Looks Down at the Ground?”

				I glanced at him. His face was flushed with anger, or so I thought, but the tone was closer to admiration. Warming to the subject of birds, he told me how a German man brought European starlings to the US because he wanted to introduce to North America every bird mentioned in the plays of Shakespeare. Now starlings outnumbered and outcompeted many native birds; they even stole grain from dairy farms, reducing milk production. “They’re invasive pests,” he said, folding his palms together on the table. “And that’s why literature is dangerous.”

				
				“I see,” I said. I was happy to meet someone whose enthusiasm for stray bits of information matched my own: another collector, another magpie.

				He was more relaxed now, and his opinions on Shakespeare (“the history plays are so much better than romantic schlock like Romeo and Juliet, but that’s not what goes over in Peoria”) and Unitarianism (“I mean, is it even religion, or is it community theatre?”) kept us going through egg rolls and chicken fried rice. After dinner, we walked slowly back to campus, along the industrial park. A pack of cyclists passed us, a pizza-delivery car. There was no sidewalk and we kept jostling elbows and shoulders. On campus, I could see other students heading to and from the library and evening classes.

				Gordon said, “My roommate is performing at this concert thing on Friday night. His band is frankly terrible, it’s supposed to be Buddhist synth-pop, whatever that is, but I should go. To support him.”

				“I see,” I said. I thought it was just more information.

				“It’s at eight,” he said, persisting.

				“Sounds interesting.”

				At the entrance to my dorm he lunged forward and kissed me, wetly, on my cheek; having turned toward him too early, I forced him to make contact just below my ear, and I felt the trail of his saliva there.

				“I’ll see you?” he said, and I said, “Yes.”

				

				—

				It took a conversation with Helen for me to interpret everything that had happened, as she patiently listened to my account of the evening and made sense of it for me. I didn’t tell her that she was known to Gordon and his friends as the Running Girl, but she knew who he was as soon as I described him. “He’s that burly guy,” she said, which was so appropriate that I thought of him that way for weeks afterward. The burly guy is kissing me, I would think. The burly guy is in my bed. “He lives with skinny Mike, the bass player for Smiling Avatar.” This, I guessed, was the Buddhist synth-pop band. I waited for Helen to say more about either of them, passing judgment, but she was too sensitive to do so.

				
				“Are you into him?” she asked instead.

				I’d never been into anybody. “I’m not sure,” I told her.

				“I know the feeling,” she said dryly, then went out for a run.

				On Friday she agreed to go to the concert with me. It was in the basement of the college chapel, which, being godless, I’d never visited before. We entered a dark, cramped hallway and then filed downstairs into a surprisingly large room. At the far end, the band was tuning up, and continued to do so for at least half an hour. Near us, people were helping themselves to punch from a bowl into which Gordon, the burly guy, was pouring a bottle of Everclear. We joined the queue, and Gordon smiled widely when he saw us.

				Since coming to school I hadn’t drunk much, less out of prudence than pre-emptive embarrassment; I didn’t know how to drink or how to behave while doing it. Everyone else, even the bookish introverts, seemed to know how to banter and flirt, how to rehash their adventures the next morning while moaning about their hangovers. It was mysterious to me. But now I gulped down half a cup of punch that tasted angrily medicinal. Gordon was busy with other customers, so I followed Helen around as she chatted with people from our dorm or her classes. I envied her ease. As she spoke, nodding and laughing, she kept lifting her long hair into a ponytail, smoothing it, letting it go, over and over.

				“You keep staring at her like that and I’m going to be jealous,” said a voice in my ear. I turned to see Gordon with two cups in his hands. He held one out to me and went on, “Do you think there’s any slower process than the tuning of a college band? I’ve seen elephants gestate babies in less time than this.”

				
				“Almost two years,” I said.

				“Exactly,” he said. “I knew I liked you.”

				I smiled at him, waiting for him to segue into another of his monologues, but instead he rattled off a series of questions—what was my major going to be, how were my classes—as if completing a questionnaire.

				“Mike says I talk too much,” he confessed after a few of my one-sentence responses. “He says girls like it when you ask questions.”

				I was touched that he was concerned about what I’d like. “I’m happier when other people talk.”

				“Well, I can’t shut up, so that works out perfectly,” he said.

				At last the band began to play, jangling music with no lyrics and strummed chords that, for all the preparations, sounded out of tune. Gordon kept muttering, “Christ, this is terrible.” He circled his arm around my waist, and after a while I realized he was slowly edging me across the room. By the third song we were in the stairwell, my back against the wall, his palms braced on either side. I felt trapped and contained, as if in a cozy coffin.

				“Your eyes look bloodshot,” he said. “Are you stoned? Which, it’s fine if you are.”

				“No,” I said. “A little drunk, I think.”

				“Too drunk to be a consenting adult?”

				I considered. “No.”

				His ample stomach pressed against me, an insistent pillow. If I fell down, his weight would prop me up.

				“So are you consenting?”

				“Yes,” I said. Then came a hairy flurry of lips and chin against mine. Around my ears he made little snorting sounds, like a pig seeking a truffle. Or how I imagined a pig would seek a truffle. I was enjoying myself enormously. I didn’t have to worry about not knowing what to do. His certainty, I thought, would protect us both.

			

			
				
				11.

				Gordon and I saw each other nearly every day after that, coordinating our schedules with our roommates, so we could be alone in his dorm bed or mine. Sometimes we borrowed a car from his friend Mike and explored local trails. Although he always talked about how busy he was and how much pressure he was under, there seemed to be plenty of time in the days for hiking, talking, and sex. Many of our dates had a scholarly cast. We met in the library to study side by side, reading each other’s papers, with Gordon scrawling all over mine in large blue exclamations. EXPAND THIS THOUGHT!! WHERE IS YOUR SUPPORT FOR THIS ARGUMENT??? Gordon was my first exposure to a certain type of intellectual male—brashly confident, endlessly opinionated—and I was too young to see him as a type at all. I thought his genius was unique. I wrote to please him as much as my professors, and fortunately for me their standards weren’t at odds. My grades were high, and so was my confidence; I began speaking up in class and sometimes lingering afterward to continue talking with one or two others. It’s hard to explain how much this meant to me, how giddying it was: the sensation of tasting food after years of hunger, of eating freely and knowing there would be more.

				I was happy; I was also busy. My scholarship covered room, board, and tuition, but I hadn’t understood that a student’s life might include further expenses. I needed money for books, laundry, snacks, and contributions to the punch fund at parties. Having told Marianne when I left that everything would be covered, I refused to ask for help, and instead found a job in the college’s computer lab, in the basement of the student union building. It was 1994, and although some students at Worthen owned computers, I couldn’t afford one, so I outlined my papers longhand, on yellow legal pads, then typed them at the lab, squinting at my own handwriting. One evening while I was working, the attendant there—so far as I could tell, his only duty was to sit at a desk by the front and help people when the printer jammed—opened a bottle of Coke that he must have been carrying around for a while because it sprayed wildly, covering his keyboard with brown foam.
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