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            For Vee, Emmanuelle and Rainier. 
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            We shall not cease from exploration
            

            And the end of all our exploring 
            

            Will be to arrive where we started 
            

            And know the place for the first time
            
 
            T. S. ELIOT
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            High school is closer to the core of the American experience than anything else I can think of.
            
 
            KURT VONNEGUT, JR.
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         Kate turned to check the darkening clouds and the white arc of her throat looked long like the neck of a preening swan. We pedaled past the mansions on Lily Pond Lane and the sky set down, resting its gravid belly against the earth.
 
         ‘Hurry,’ I heard her call through the clack of spokes. ‘Rain’s coming.’
 
         She rode faster, and I did also, though I liked the rain and I felt grateful for the changes it wrought. Nothing is worse than the mixture of boredom and anticipation, the way the two twist together, breeding malcontentedly. I opened my mouth to the mist, trapping some of the raindrops that were just forming, and I could feel the membranes pop as I passed, which was sad, like breaking a spider’s web. Sometimes you can’t help but destroy the intricate things in life.
 
         At Georgica Beach we sat on the concrete step of the empty lifeguard building. The bicycles lay collapsed at our ankles, rear wheels lightly spinning. Kate lit a joint and passed it to me. I drew from it slowly. It burned my throat, searing and disinfecting it, making me think of animal skins tanned to make teepees. Indians used to get high, and when they did, they felt high just the same as me.
 
         ‘Still do get high,’ I corrected myself. Indians aren’t extinct.
         
 
         ‘What did you say?’ Kate asked.
 
         ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Just thinking of Indians.’
 
         Her left foot and my right foot were touching. They were the same size and we shared shoes. I leaned forward and played with the plastic-coated tip of her sneaker lace, poking it into the rivet holes of my Tretorns as the rain began to descend halfheartedly before us. In my knapsack I found some paper and a piece of broken charcoal, and I began to sketch Kate. The atmosphere conformed to her bones the way a pillow meets a sleeping head. I tried to recall the story of the cloth of St Veronica – something about Christ leaving his portrait in blood or sweat on a woman’s handkerchief. I imagined the impression of Kate’s face remaining in the air after she moved away.
         
 
         ‘Know what I mean?’ she was asking, as she freed a frail charm from her turtleneck, a C for Catherine, lavishly scripted.
         
 
         ‘Yes, I do,’ I said, though I wasn’t really sure. I sensed I probably knew what she meant. Sometimes our thoughts would intertwine, and in my mind I could see them, little threads of topaz paving a tiny Persian byway.
         
 
         My hand sawed across the paper I was sketching on, moving mechanically, because that’s the way to move hands when you’re high and sitting in an autumn rain. Autumn rains are different from summer ones. When I was seven, there were lots of summer rains. Or maybe seven is just the age when you become conscious of rain. That’s when I learned that when it rains in one place, it doesn’t rain all over the world. My dad and I were driving through a shower, and we reached a line where the water ended. Sun rays windmilled down, and our faces and arms turned gilded pink, the color of flamingos – or was it flamencos?
 
         ‘Flamingos,’ Kate corrected. ‘Flamenco is a type of dance.’
         
 
         I remember spinning around in the front seat of the car to see water continuing to fall behind us on the highway. That was the same year I learned that everyone gets eyeglasses eventually and that there’s no beginning to traffic. That last thing bothered me a lot. Whenever I got into a car, I used to think, Today might be the day we reach the front.
         
 
         The rain let up. I stood and gave Kate my hand. ‘Let’s go to the water.’
 
         She stood too, wiping the sand off the back of her pants, half-turning to check herself, stretching one leg out at a five o’clock angle, the way girls do. We walked our bikes to the crest of the asphalt lot and leaned them against the split rail fence.
         
 
         The sea was bloated from the tide. It was dark and thick on top: you could tell that underneath there was churning. A hurricane was forming off the coast of Cuba, and Cuba isn’t far from where we lived on the South Shore of Long Island, not in terms of weather. Surfers in black rubber sat slope-backed on boards near the jetty, waiting for waves, steady as insects feeding off a deeply breathing beast, lifting and dropping with each wheeze of their massive host. I stripped down to my underwear and T-shirt and left my clothes in a pile. Kate did the same.
         
 
         The sand closest to the shore was inscribed with drop marks from the rain, and there were springy bits of seaweed the color of iodine gyrating in the chalky foam. I pushed through until I couldn’t see my calves anymore. The water was purplish and rough, and it knocked against me, setting me off balance. It felt good to succumb – sometimes you get tired, always having to be strong in yourself.
 
         Dad said that in Normandy during World War II soldiers had to climb from ships into the sea and then onto shore. They had waded through the ocean with packs on their backs and guns in their arms. He hadn’t fought in Normandy; he just knew about it because he knows lots of things and he’s always reading. He said the men had to get on the beach and kill or be killed. I wondered what those soldiers had eaten for breakfast – scrambled eggs, maybe – all the boys lining two sides of a galley’s gangling table, hanging their heads and taking dismal forkfuls while thinking about what was awaiting them on the shore. Maybe they were thinking of getting one last thing from their lockers, where they kept pictures of their families or of their girls, or maybe just Betty Grable pinups.
 
         It’s one thing to say you’re willing to die for your country, but it’s another thing to have to do so when the moment actually presents itself. I could not have imagined Jack or Denny or anyone from my class dying to defend America, though everyone said that war was coming again, and also the draft, just like with Vietnam. The Russians are crazy, people said. This time it’s going to be nuclear. This time we’re all going to go in one atomic blush.
         
 
         Kate came alongside me. ‘God, this water is black.’
 
         My mother refuses to go into the ocean. She respects it, she says, which is basically the same as saying she’s afraid. I go in because it scares me, because certain fears are natural and it’s good to distract yourself from unnatural, more terrifying kinds. For example, the ocean can kill you just like a bomb can kill you, but at least the ocean is not awful like bombs or surreal like overgrown greenhouses, or alarming like the barking sounds that flushing toilets make.
         
 
         In elementary school we used to have emergency civil defense drills. The lights would go out, and we would rise in synchronized silence, obeying hushed orders and furtive hand signals, rustling like herds of terrified mice – if in fact it can be said that mice manifest in herds rather than as random runners. No one ever told us which particular emergency we were drilling to avoid. Probably Russians then too. The thought of Russians attacking eastern Long Island seemed unlikely, though it is true that East Hampton has beaches like the ones in Normandy. Beaches are a threshold.
 
         I asked Kate if she remembered yellow alerts.
 
         She said she did. ‘And red ones.’
 
         ‘Didn’t we have to kneel under our desks for one kind, like this?’ I put my head to my chest and locked my fingers around my neck.
 
         ‘And with the other type,’ Kate said, ‘we had to do the same thing, only in the hall.’
 
         ‘Right,’ I said with a shiver. ‘That is so fucked up.’
 
         She cupped her mouth and imitated an implausibly tranquil public address warning. It was like a European airport voice, like the one we heard at Charles de Gaulle airport when we went to France with the French Club – sterile and cybernetic, glassy and opaque, like rocks at the bottom of a fishbowl. Kate was good with voices.
 
         ‘This is a yellow alert. This is a yellow alert. Remain calm and follow the instructions of your teacher.’
         
 
         ‘Which is which?’ I asked. ‘Like, what do the colors mean?’
 
         ‘Bombs, probably,’ she said. ‘Different styles.’
 
         ‘But a bomb is a bomb. We wouldn’t have been any safer in the hallway than in the classrooms. Why not just stay at our desks?’
 
         There was a rush of water. Kate lost her footing.
 
         I continued to speculate. ‘They must have moved us out because the classrooms had something the halls didn’t have – windows. And the only reason they would have wanted us away from windows was if something was outside, like, coming in.’
         
 
         Kate said, ‘Christ, Evie!’
         
 
         ‘A land attack. Gunfire. Grenades. Red alert. Death by blood. Yellow meant gas. Death by bombs. Nukes.’ Jack was always talking about the massive radiation release that was coming.
         
 
         The rain had passed; all that remained up above was a series of garnet streaks. The sea slapped ominously, confessing its strategic impartiality. The sea is an international sea, and the sky a universal sky. Often we forget that. Often we think that what is verging upon us is ours alone. We forget that there are other sides entirely.
 
         Kate and I waded quickly back to shore. As soon as we could, we broke free of the backward pull of the waves and started running. We dressed, yanking our Levi’s up over our wet legs, one side, then the other. Sand got in, sticking awfully.
 
         ‘Shit,’ she said as we scaled the dune to the lot. ‘I’m never getting high with you again.’
 
         
             

         
 
         At Mill Hill Lane Kate cut left across Main Street, and I followed. The lane was steep and tree-lined. As we rounded the bend making a right onto Meadow Way, Kate’s foot lifted from the pedal, and her leg swung straight back over the seat, parallel to the ground, making me think of fancy skaters. She hopped off in front of a brown ranch house – her house – lying low, like a softly sleeping thing beneath a custodial cover of tree branches. A small sign marked the rim of the lawn – FOR SALE. LAMB AGENCY. Kate bent to collect fallen leaves and twigs from around the crooked slate walkway, which seemed like a lonely project. Once when we were little, maybe about nine, Kate swore she had the distances between the slate pieces of the walkway memorized. At the time I called her a liar, not because she was one but because that’s the sort of thing to say when you’re nine. But Kate had skipped to the first tile, closed her eyes, and continued along the twisting, broken path, never missing a step, never touching grass.
         
 
         ‘Hey, Kate,’ I called. She turned to me, her face tilting into the half-light. ‘Remember walking on the slate with our eyes closed?’
         
 
         ‘Of course,’ she said.
 
         ‘Can you still do it?’
 
         ‘Sure.’ She set down the sticks she’d collected and she did it like it was nothing. When she was done, she said, ‘You try.’
 
         I couldn’t exactly say no, since it had been my idea in the first place. My bike made a thumping sound when I dropped it. I went to the beginning and closed my eyes, trying to imagine the path I’d taken hundreds of times before. My neck felt vulnerable with my eyes closed, as though some famished thing might come and bite it.
 
         ‘No grass,’ I heard her say. I raised my right leg, and while considering where to step, my foot fell, landing inches ahead, slightly to one side. ‘Whoa,’ she said. ‘You just made it.’
 
         I only had to decide where my foot was going to go before I lifted it. I only had to imagine the next step. I stepped again, and life moved to greet me. I felt particulate, like pieces matching pieces. I heard the benign crinkle of the trees as the wind swept into the branches, and the music of birds popping to life like individual instruments singled out from an orchestra. I’d gone over ten pieces of slate; four more remained. I half-swung my right leg to the right, then lowered it. My heel left a pulpy impression.
 
         ‘Grass!’ Kate shouted. ‘I win!’
 
         I opened my eyes to a flare of light. All that endured of the dark was a nostalgic radiance, like when you shut off a television and the shadow of the picture lingers like a minuscule ghost on the screen.
 
         Kate and I sat on the front step of her parents’ house, watching the orphan moon elude the embrace of the trees. She was silent. I wondered if she too was waiting for the yellow porch light to click on, for the screen door to creak open from inside, for her mother to say, On rentre, mes cheries. Come back in, my loves.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The last time the door opened on us, Maman didn’t smile. That was May. Maman’s birthday is in May, was in May – I’m not sure how it goes with birthdays, whether they die when you do. Her arm unbended with difficulty to prop the door; when it snapped back on her, I caught it.
         
 
         ‘Bon soir, Eveline,’ she murmured.
         
 
         When Kate’s mother said my name, she did not say Ev-a-line, the way most people did, but E-vleen, the first part coming from her mouth, the last part escaping from the cage of her throat. We embraced. Her shoulders floated waifishly within the vigorous circle of my arms. I wondered, When did she get so small? Kate and I followed her from room to room, and the floorboards grunted. In the dining room, her fingers skimmed the keys of her husband’s piano. He’d died one year before; immediately after burying him, Maman had become terminally ill. Sometimes you hear of people who are so much in love that they die together.
         
 
         ‘I did have this piano tuned yesterday, Catherine,’ Maman said in hobbled English, ‘in case you do ever wish to play again.’ Cat-rine.
         
 
         I adjusted the armchair Kate and I had moved to the kitchen weeks before, when the side effects of the chemotherapy had started to become severe. We lowered Maman down by the armpits, the way you bring a toddler to a stand, only in reverse. I tucked the chair under the table, inching her closer until she sighed, ‘Ah bien.’
         
 
         Kate prepared dinner, and the room came to life with daunting pops and sizzles. It’s shocking sometimes, the grief-stricken noises of food. I drew a chair alongside Maman’s. I hoped it was a somewhat happy birthday with us there, and all her treasures from France – linen and glass and those plates with painted peasants. I wondered what treasures I would keep when I got older. No one in East Hampton really made anything, at least not in the specialty manufacturing sense. I’d probably have to settle for an old map of the bay or a jar of sand. Kate and I once bought these clamshell dolls in Sag Harbor, an undersea barbershop quartet, but they were not exactly keepsakes. They had clipped feathers for eyebrows and mussel-shell shoes and crab-claw hands. They were funny for about a week, then they got really depressing.
 
         On a slender strip of wall near the window to Maman’s left was a tiny oil painting, my first. She kept it in an elaborately carved frame without glass, with just a hole on top for a nail. The painting looked nice that way. I liked to prop things I drew or painted against the posts in the barn behind my mother’s house, or else thumbtack them to the shelves around her desk. My dad would always stick things I gave him into the sun visor of his car or into some book he happened to be reading. ‘Pretty good,’ he’d say, ‘but off-center.’ According to him, everything I did was pretty good but off-center. Unless it was a photograph, in which case, he’d say, ‘Pretty good, but you cropped the head. And it’s off-center.’
         
 
         The painting I’d given to Kate’s mother was an oil of a white rose, overblown and beginning to withdraw. Maman had the same quality of a flower receding. There was something eloquent about her admission of resign, something august about the inalterability of her position. I squinted to make her young again. If she could no longer be called beautiful, she possessed something better – a knowledge of beauty, its inflated value, its inevitable loss.
 
         Maman spoke that day of the sea. In her velvety drone, she recalled sailing by ship to America. ‘The sea is generous,’ she said. ‘She is there when you need her. Like a mother.’ Her dying voice was a black sonata; it defied time. Though it was May, I could think only of the coming autumn, of a world without her in it. ‘Ecoutez,’ she said. ‘La mer, et la mère. Eh?’ 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I heard Kate say something. I looked across the kitchen, but she was not there, the kitchen was not there, not the food, not Maman. Everything had disappeared. The sweet castle of my hallucination had gone down, vanished. We were still sitting on the porch, Kate’s knee knocking against mine. Our eyes resisted communion; they scanned the new jet sky, contemplating the black, wondering whether heavens, whether angels.
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         ‘Big John’s coming over tonight,’ my mother said. She was next to me, wiping the kitchen counter, her thin arms making sweeping circles on the blade-and burn-scarred Formica. ‘He’s Powell’s friend from the Merchant Marines. Did I mention that he’s an expert birder?’
 
         I was eating my usual dinner of spinach out of a can, and, as usual, green juice dripped onto my shirt. My mother rubbed the spots with her sponge. ‘Hold still,’ she said, somewhat exasperated. Softly she added, ‘Be sure to ask John about his duck decoys.’
 
         Later that night, Big John’s voice cut past the opened windows and into the yard. I was outside, moving my things from the barn, where I’d stayed for the summer, back to the front house for the school year, and every time he let loose with another bird whistle I could almost see the breeze from his breath in the leaves. He kept going on about ducks this and ducks that – coots, broadbills, ringnecks, widgeons.
         
 
         I ventured into the kitchen at eleven o’clock. Mom perked up when she saw me. ‘Hi!’
 
         Big John waved. He was a beefy, black-bearded man. Everything he did was loud. He talked loud, he breathed loud, he even sat loud. His chair creaked and moaned as gross spurts of wind shot out of his nose before getting recalled through his teeth. People who amplify like that are scary, especially when they do so at the beach or on a public phone or in your kitchen late at night.
 
         ‘Big John’s telling me about—’ My mother faltered elegantly. She turned back to him. ‘What is it that you’re telling me about?’
 
         ‘ATVs,’ he said with a giant sniff.
 
         ‘All-terrain vehicles,’ she said experimentally. ‘Fascinating.’ She patted the seat next to hers. ‘Come. Join us.’
         
 
         I went to the sink for a glass of water. ‘No, thanks. School starts tomorrow.’ My back was turned; I could hear a match burst to life.
 
         ‘Oh,’ she said, drawing in on her cigarette. ‘Right. And when is Jack back from Oregon?’
 
         ‘What’s he doing up in Oregon?’ Big John interrupted. 
         
 
         ‘Eveline’s boyfriend does Outward Bound,’ Mom said. ‘River rafting. Mountain climbing.’
 
         ‘I’m not sure when he’ll be back,’ I said. ‘I haven’t heard from him.’
 
         She tilted her head and squinted, smoking, lost in thought.
 
         Big John cleared his throat, and my mother and I startled. ‘My brother runs a Harley dealership in Hauppauge,’ he shouted to no one in particular. ‘He’s got ATVs, dirt bikes, mopeds, bicycles, skateboards – the whole gamut, basically.’
 
         ‘Let’s just say John’s brother is into wheels,’ Mom joked lightly.
         
 
         ‘Basically.’
 
         ‘Well,’ I said. ‘Kate told me she gets up at six. I’m going to turn off the stereo.’
 
         ‘Six?’ Mom said. ‘We’re a ten-minute walk from the school!’
         
 
         ‘I guess she has to do stuff.’
 
         ‘What kind of stuff?’
 
         ‘I don’t know – hair, ironing.’
 
         ‘Ironing? I don’t know if we even have an iron.’
 
         ‘I think she brought her own,’ I said.
 
         My mother seemed blue. Maybe she was upset about Kate’s not having a home anymore except for our ironless one. Maybe she was worried about where Jack had disappeared to and what trouble he might be in. Most likely she was dreading the prospect of hearing Big John’s voice without the muffling accompaniment of the stereo or without me as a distraction. I took the electric fan from the top of the refrigerator.
 
         ‘Hot?’ John inquired.
 
         ‘No, not at all,’ I said. ‘It’ll just cut down on noise.’
 
         ‘Okay, then, night,’ he offered, waving again. His hand knocked the edge of the glass table. There was a nasty crack.
         
 
         Mom lurched across, examining the table. ‘Is it broken?’
 
         ‘Nah.’ He looked at the glow-blue school ring throttling his pinky finger. ‘It’s fine.’
 
         ‘I meant the table,’ she said.
 
         He inspected it. ‘Oh, that. Just a small scratch.’
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         As I set the fan on my desk and plugged it in, the 11.07 passed, filling the bedroom with light. The Long Island Rail Road ran fifty feet from the side of my mother’s house. The windows rattled and the furnishings skidded and the pictures cocked sideways when trains passed, but it was a quaint intrusion, a topic of conversation, more amusing than threatening. The LIRR travels between the farmland of the East End of Long Island through the sprawling cemeteries and housing projects of Queens, into the center of Manhattan. In the middle of the ride there are identical houses with identical yards. Each lawn indicates nature. Each box indicates home.
         
  
         ‘It’s not dying that scares me,’ Jack would say whenever we went to my father’s apartment in the city. ‘It’s Levittown.’ He planned to live in the mountains with guns. ‘The Rockies probably. You coming?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ I would lie. I could never live on the toothy tip of anything, but it wasn’t good to make Jack sad. When Jack felt sad, he hung his head and you couldn’t lift it if you tried. I preferred the apocalyptic terrain of cities – the melting asphalt, the artificial illumination. Unlike Jack, I looked forward to the future. At least when things are as bad as they can get, they can’t get worse. The future would be untouchable, hypervisual, and intuitive, a place where logic and progress have been played out to such absurd extremes that survival no longer requires the application of either.
 
         ‘Notice how all it takes is the Force to blow up the entire Death Star?’ I would tell Jack. ‘The future won’t be jet packs and space stations; it’ll be aboriginal. The language of the physical will atrophy. Our minds will coil inward, and our eyes will grow large to see beyond the seeable. No one dies in the future. We’ll all preserve ourselves to be reconstituted.’
 
         ‘That’s the whole fucking problem,’ Jack would say. ‘I don’t want to live forever. I’m having trouble with the idea of Tuesday.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I held my face close to the air from the fan and said ‘Ahhh,’ with my voice going choppy. In the mirror on the desktop, I could see my hair blowing up. It wasn’t a lot of hair, but it felt like a lot in the wind. I was squinting, so my eyes looked like cat eyes.

         ‘They’re the color of absinthe,’ my father likes to say, which is an odd compliment, since the definition of absinthe is a green drink of bitter wormwood oil – whatever that is.
         
  
         My eyes are pointed at the ends like cartoon flames or the acuminate tips of certain leaves. Beneath the green are smoldering circles. They mark the place my skin is thinnest, and so my soul the closest. Mom’s boyfriend, Powell, says that the soul is contained in the body. He says if instruments are made from your bones when you die, the music tells your story. Powell got his bachelor’s in anthropology from Stanford and his master’s in engineering from Columbia, then he joined the navy before moving on to oil rigs. He goes away for months at a time to places like Alaska or the Gulf, where he reads meters and plays harmonica. Powell can play ‘This Land Is Your Land’ on harmonica better than anyone.
         
 
         One disorienting fact about staring into a mirror is that the person you see is the opposite of what you truly look like. I tried to explain it once to Kate. She was playing with her hair, looking in a mirror, changing the part from left to right.
 
         She said, ‘It looks better on the left.’
 
         ‘Actually,’ I said, ‘though your hair is parted on the left of your true head, it’s parted on the right of your mirror head. What you mean is, It looks better on the right.’
         
 
         ‘That’s not what I mean.’ She probed her scalp. ‘It’s on the left of my head here,’ she said, holding the spot, ‘and it doesn’t switch places there.’ Kate tapped the mirror.
         
 
         ‘You have to inhabit the image,’ I explained. ‘If you inhabit the image, the part is on the right. But, if we were in the world, looking at the girl in the mirror—’
         
 
         ‘We are in the world,’ she interrupted flatly, and by her voice, I knew she was done. Kate could be reluctant to explore topics that require a detachment from vanity.
         
 
         ‘Anyway,’ I sighed. ‘What you see is the opposite of what everyone else sees.’
 
         Kate brushed steadily. ‘No, Evie. What you see is the opposite of what everyone else sees.’
         

         Later, Kate tried her makeup on me – cover stick and frosted eye shadow and face powder and Bonne Bell lip gloss. She was applying all these layers, saying the job of cosmetics is not to conceal but to enhance. She turned me to face the mirror. ‘Ta da!’
         
  
         I looked rubbery, sort of embalmed. My cheekbones were gone and my lips glittered like one of those plastic bracelets with sparkly stuff inside. My eyes burned and my skin felt itchy. I smelled like cherry gum. I made my way to the sink, groping walls. As I rinsed, I watched myself – anyway, the opposite of myself – reappear in the mirror. Kate’s reflection buoyed and skulked next to my own. She seemed to think I was being difficult. I felt bad about her thinking that. Something felt different between us – I felt something coming, not obvious like a wave but sneaky like a drip, a subtle sort of rising.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It’s true that I can be difficult, though that is no fault of my parents. They are extremely good-natured people. They remained friends even after they got divorced. My father always says he married the prettiest Irish girl in New York, and my mother says she married the one funny German. It’s true my father is funny, and true as well that my mother is pretty like her sister, Lowie, even if Lowie walks with a cane. Lowie had a fever when she was little. Maybe not a fever. Maybe fever is just what everyone says.
         
 
         As for me, I arrived dark and detached, and though everyone waited, I became nothing like anyone else in my family. Even my birth was hard for my mother. I was breech. She tore, she vomited, she got more stitches than there are states. When the nurse handed me over, my mom was terrified. ‘I’m supposed to take care of that?’ she says whenever she tells the story. ‘She looked like an owl.’
         
 
         My aunt Lowie is a midwife, so I’ve seen three childbirth films. When babies come out, they wear a bewildered grimace as though they have arrived by train and are peeping about the platform for the friend who promised to pick them up. It’s not nice to think of myself as having been left at the station. I know my mother loves me; she frequently says she does. But it’s one thing for a child to be the recipient of an affection that is conscious of its lack, and it’s another to know fervent devotion, to be a blessing in the flush and the sweat of loving arms.
         
 
         You cannot recover from a bad birth. The stigma lingers for a lifetime the way bad luck really does last seven years after a mirror breaks. The special gravity of a mother’s first disappointed glance impresses itself on the infant’s waxy blue skin. On my forehead is just such a mark, slightly off-center, to the left – that is to say, to my left. You can’t actually see it, but you can sense that it’s there. There is a prohibitive aspect to my looks, just as some rivers run too wild for a person to cross.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         In the beginning of that summer, before Maman died, Dad and his girlfriend, Marilyn, took me to see an Italian movie, L’Avventura, which is about disillusionment and other sixties stuff. Afterward my dad asked what I thought of the film. I told him that I liked Monica Vitti, the film’s star. Monica Vitti has this mesmerizing way of leaning against walls and staring out to view nothing, as though the horizon is millimeters away, as though the great distance we all dream into is bearing pestilently upon her skin.
         
 
         ‘I think she’s my favorite actress,’ I said.
 
         Marilyn tapped Dad’s arm. ‘See?’
 
         Dad nodded. ‘I’m impressed, Marilyn.’
 
         ‘During the film I told your dad that you remind me of her,’ Marilyn said.
 
         Did I really seem so sad? Monica Vitti seemed sad to me. She gave the impression of having lived a better past, of having returned to the present to discover how pointless things have become. She is untouchable, unsaveable: she too has the mark.
         
 
         ‘You guys want to catch a cab?’ Dad asked.
 
         It was drizzling on Second Avenue. The sidewalk was not completely wet, but there was already that dusty smell of rain on cement.
 
         ‘Mind if we walk?’ I said.
 
         Later that night, while my father was reading in the living room, Marilyn and I went into their bedroom. The only light came from the street, so I could scarcely make out the furniture – the walnut armoire with its pewter-finish grill of bamboo shoots, or the matching bureau loaded with bargain books from the Strand and old jewels in tortoiseshell boxes and a terracotta bowl of photographs, mostly of me. Or the low bed that was neatly dressed in one of those grandmotherly white spreads with nubby protuberances.
         
 
         We knelt at the open window, reaching to feel the rain. Cars swished dreamily up Elizabeth Street. Tangerine strands of hair broke free from Marilyn’s braid and fluttered in the breeze like kite tails. Her skin was powdered. It’s always nice to kiss her cheek; it brings to mind the gentler things.
 
         ‘Do you think I’m pretty?’ I asked.
 
         She turned to face me. ‘I do.’
 
         ‘But not like Kate.’ Everyone always said how pretty Kate was.
 
         ‘No, not like Kate,’ Marilyn said, adjusting her elbows on the slanted, overpainted sill. ‘You’re more beautiful than Kate.’
 
         I felt bad, like I’d forced a compliment from her; I hadn’t meant to. ‘My parents don’t think that.’
 
         She turned back to look out. ‘I think they’re afraid of the way you look.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I didn’t feel frightening, the way my parents found me to be, or difficult, the way others seemed to see me. I felt nothing, really, other than a sense that inside I was very small. Maybe all that anyone perceived was their inability to inspire my trust.
 
         Though Jack was not there, I needed him to be there, so I imagined him. I often did this, and often we would speak. I asked him if getting older means you can’t trust anyone. In the mirror, I focused until my burning eyes became his burning eyes, with the hue changing from bottle green to bright Wedgwood blue.
 
         ‘You never can trust anyone,’ he seemed to answer. ‘But when you get old, you finally figure it out.’
         
 
         Possibly he was right. You’re old when you learn that needs are to be eclipsed by civility. You’re old when you join the sticky, stenchy morass of concealed neediness that is society. You’re old when you give up trying to change people because then they might want to change you too. When you’re young, needs are explicit, possibilities endless, formalities undiscovered, and proofs of allegiance direct. If only there were a way to keep the world new, where every day remains a wonder.
         
 
         ‘Jack,’ I said. ‘Remember how easy it used to be? Remember when friends used to cut themselves and share blood?’

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            3
            

         
 
         The sun was a mean wall behind us, shoving up against our backs, and the tar that coated the railroad ties was sticky. A resin smell filled the air. I could feel it creeping the way molasses drips, only upward, burning the inside of my nose. Kate didn’t like the tar to touch her shoes, so she stepped with perfect strides on the gravel between the ties. I took the rail.
 
         When we reached Newtown Lane I hesitated, teetering on the strip of steel. ‘I’m just gonna run across the street and grab a cup of coffee.’
 
         Her face screwed up into the sunlight. ‘We’re going to be late.’
 
         ‘I’ll go fast.’ I jogged into the street, dodging minor morning traffic.
 
         Three bells on a crooked wire tinked and jangled against the store’s glass door. Bucket’s Deli was full of laborers in T-shirts, shorts, and Timberlands waiting patiently for egg sandwiches – patiently because the city people had gone back and there wasn’t much work for them to do. I made my way to the counter and ordered. Joe, the counter-guy, filled one of those jumbo Styrofoam cups with ice cubes and cold coffee from a plastic coffee storage container that was grossly discolored. The radio near the meat slicer played a song by Genesis that reminded me of summertime. 
         
 
         
            
               I will follow you, will you follow me?
               
 
               All the days and nights that we know will be.
               

            

         
 
         ‘All set for school today, Evie?’ Joe asked. ‘Senior year at last.’
 
         I shrugged. ‘I guess.’
 
         ‘C’mon now,’ he said, throwing back his head slightly to one side with a smile. When he smiled, I noticed a gap between his teeth. I’d never noticed a gap there before.
 
         I turned away. Outside looked hot, hotter even than when I’d come in. It’s hard to start school when the weather is still like summer. Sometimes a time ends or a person dies and you have to move on, though reminders are everywhere. I paid for the coffee real slow, knocking the coins around with one finger.
 
         Joe started ringing up the guy behind me. ‘Forget about it, Ev.’
 
         ‘It’s okay. I’ve got it.’ I funneled the change into one of his hands.
 
         I stepped back out into the sluggish heat. It was tipping against the glass door of the deli like a chair you use for a lock. As I crossed the street and climbed the grass embankment onto the sidewalk, I pushed the damp paper off the straw. Kate extended her hand and took the paper from me, putting it into her pocketbook, and we started walking. I wondered if straws were named after real straw, the kind animals eat. Maybe some farmer started chewing a piece and accidentally sucked through it.
 
         I pulled at my shirt, blowing down. ‘It’s got to be ninety degrees out.’ I said.
 
         Kate did not reply; she just kept stepping eagerly. I thought I should feel eager too, but eagerness is impossible to simulate without seeming phony. I drew in the last mouthful of coffee. The straw probed the empty avenues between the cubes, hunting profitlessly for more liquid.
 
         We turned onto the high school driveway. The building appeared exceptionally horizontal, lower and longer than usual, like a block of grass rising up off a flatland. The parking lot was full, though the main entrance was vacant because no one ever hangs out on school steps and sings, the way they do in movies. As soon as people arrive, they go inside, stop at their lockers, then just walk around the building until classes begin.
         
 
         Jodie Palumbo and Dee Dee Barnes were smoking in an alcove at the side entrance, near the language and math wing. Jodie was hideously tanned. Her freckles looked three-dimensional, like popped boxes.
 
         Kate paused and offered a bright hello. I edged past.
 
         Dee Dee stretched her lips. ‘How ya doin’?’
 
         Jodie flapped the tops of her fingers but said nothing since she had just inhaled. It must not have gone down right because she lurched forward and began to cough. It was the rolling, mucousy kind of cough that sounds totally contagious.
 
         Through the double doors behind the girls the school corridor was packed with bodies. I took a breath and went in because nothing is worse than being on the verge of doing something, teetering like a jackass. It’d been a long time since I’d been around so many eyes. In schools eyes are everywhere, there are twice as many eyes as bodies, and in our school there were about a thousand bodies. High schools offer nothing compelling for all those eyes to regard, nothing other than the vista of teenaged bodies, which is sort of the entire fucking problem.
 
         Madame Murat filled the doorway to her classroom, blocking the light from the windows at her back, forming a shadow lagoon in the hallway. She was not fat, just inexplicably large. In profile she seemed to be carrying a basket of laundry.
 
         ‘Bonjour, Mademoiselle Auerbach, Mademoiselle Cassirer.’
         
 
         ‘Bonjour, Madame Murat,’ we recited in unison. Jack called her Madman Murat, which Mom said sounded like the name of a Turkish assassin.
         
 
         ‘Je comprends que je ne vous verrai pas en classe cette année, Ca-trine. C’est vrai?’ Madame said to Kate.
         
 
         ‘Oui, c’est vrai,’ Kate responded, and Madame nodded from top to bottom and over to the left, ushering us along. ‘Great,’ Kate whispered. ‘Now she hates me.’
         
 
         ‘Maybe,’ I said. It was hard to know for sure. It could have been that Madame felt sorry for Kate’s loss, and understood that that was what had motivated Kate to drop the class. Though it was also possible that Madame felt offended. French people are funny that way.
         
 
         Kate went onto her toes. ‘Denny’s there with Alicia Ross and Sara Eden. Want to run up?’
 
         ‘No, thanks,’ I said. Having to talk to people was one thing, but soliciting conversation was something else. If I acted squirmy or didn’t make eye contact, they would want to know what was wrong, and I would have to say, Nothing, since nothing really was wrong. Nothing is an easy thing to feel but a difficult thing to express.
         
 
         By the time the bell was about to ring, we had made it three times around the loop of classrooms. You could tell when the bell was about to ring because suddenly everything accelerated. Personal time drew to a close, and people responded to the pressure by acting bigger. I prepared myself for the change. My shoulders drew inward. My face dipped down as though to dodge a blow. From the top of the science hall, we heard a group of girls shrieking at the other end.
 
         ‘Oh, my God!’
         
 
         ‘That is the cutest T-shirt!’
         
 
         ‘You look, like, soooo unbelievably skinny!’
         
 
         Coco Hale spotted us, and she started waving like crazy, calling Kate over as though it was a complete surprise to see her. ‘Kate! Kate Cassirer!’ Something flashed between Kate and me, nothing you could name, not really.
 
         ‘Do you mind if I go say hi?’ Kate asked politely.
 
         ‘Not at all,’ I replied, politely also.
 
         She leaned forward and peered at me. ‘You’re not just saying that, are you?’
 
         I filled my cheeks and expelled the air slowly, who knows why. It’s just a thing people do. ‘No, I’m not just saying that.’
 
         
             

         
 
         One time Jack made me explain why I disliked Coco.
 
         I said, ‘She’s, like, witchy, or something.’
 
         He was picking at his guitar. ‘Be specific.’ We were sitting on the farm table in the barn out back, and his head was cast down over the strings.
         
 
         ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Her teeth.’ She had two rows of miniature teeth, undifferentiated, same-size squares that appeared glossy even in the dark. They were like those miniature corn cobs. ‘They’re witchy.’
 
         Jack considered that. ‘Good one,’ he agreed. ‘Next.’
 
         ‘Her eyes.’ Her eyes shuddered in their sockets when she was being insincere, as if resisting affiliation with her body. ‘Do you know those earthquake monitors, the rolling graphs with attached pens that measure tremors?’
 
         He looked up with part of his face. ‘Seismographs.’
 
         ‘She has eyes like that, only they measure her lies.’
 
         ‘Seismographic eyes,’ he said contemplatively. ‘That’s great.’ He pulled a felt-tip from his pocket and wrote the phrase on the sole of his blue suede Puma. Suddenly the mirror near the door fell off the wall and into the center of the room, shattering. ‘Holy shit!’ Jack lifted one of the curved triangular shards. ‘She is a witch.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As Kate was about to break away to Coco, the bell rang. Bwoop! I made a hard right down the English hall and was drawn instantly into the belly of the crowd. I could hear Kate’s voice trailing me – ‘Evie! Eveline!’ I didn’t turn, even though the way she called me was better than the way Coco had called her. My name from Kate’s lips sounded shy, pining and bare. I felt sad about that, but also I felt a mixture of relief and release just to be alone. My body lightened, and when people said hello to me, I answered, ‘Hello.’
         
 
         Kate and Coco had gone into the music room probably; probably they were cleaning their flutes, sitting with mingling meringue hair, and all four hands polishing buttons and spitty levers. Perhaps they were discussing me, with Coco saying through rows of tiny teeth how I seemed envious, her eyes shaking.
 
         It was not hard to envy Coco. Her family lived on David’s Lane, one of the nicest streets in the village, in a house with a corrugated roof like in picture books of Spain. She wore Lacoste shirts and cloth-covered headbands from Mark, Fore & Strike, the golf-lady clothing store on Main Street, and she rode a kiwi-colored Motobecane bicycle to the beach after private tennis lessons. She had a collection of those Pappagallo purses with the wood handles and the button-on fabric covers. According to Kate, Coco paid forty-five dollars for a style and a blow-dry at that special salon in town next to O’Malley’s pub. Mrs Hale drove a new Mercedes with basketballs and bags of groceries in back, and unlike my mother, she never had beer breath or wore hip-huggers with peace sign patches or hung around with merchant marines and lab technicians. Mrs Hale did not belong to Mensa.
         
 
         Once, when my mom and I saw Mrs Hale collecting tickets at the Ladies Village Improvement Society Fair, she was wearing a straw bonnet with big paper peonies; she’d made it herself.
 
         ‘Who has time for such nonsense?’ my mother asked. ‘Does that woman ever read?’
         
 
         Despite the energy crisis, Mr Hale would take his family on long summer trips on My Romeo II, their ultra-sleek cabin cruiser, to Block Island or Nantucket or Martha’s Vineyard, where Coco and her boating friends would meet prep school boys. Every September, the photos would make the rounds – Coco and Breanne Engel or Pip Harriman, honey-brown and curly blond – hugging boys in Duke University sweatshirts, beige docksiders, and puka shell necklaces. Coco never had to go on trips to Gettysburg, West Point, Old Sturbridge Village, or those World War I air shows up in Rhinebeck like I always had to with Dad and Marilyn. All the family photographs are of me in blinding sunlight, dressed in plaid shorts and ribbed white knee socks and lace-up Earth shoes leaning on some cannon or posing before acres of headstones in Civil War cemeteries. And my mother had never once taken a vacation; she did not even own a camera.
         
 
         Sometimes I couldn’t help but feel meager compared to Coco, and then to confuse meagerness with envy and envy with hate. Everyone always says you shouldn’t feel hate or even say the word.
 
         ‘Bullshit!’ Jack once barked. ‘Who told you that?’
 
         ‘People.’ I couldn’t think of anyone at the time.

         ‘Words are constructs, like houses. Say whatever the fuck you want. Besides,’ he added lovingly, ‘you are incapable of true hatred.’
         
  
         Jack was right. Some feelings just occur, and giving them nicer names does not make them go away. If what I termed hate could be more accurately described as an aversion to the witchy way that Coco acted, it would have changed nothing inside of me.
         
 
         Envy is awful. Unlike jealousy, which comes from the threat of losing what you cherish, envy is a dark desire for things over which you have no right or claim. Once I realized that she couldn’t possibly take what I loved, and I didn’t really want a life of privilege, especially when having such a life seemed to require flaunting it to those who had nothing, I was overtaken by an enormous boredom with Coco. A soaking rain type of boredom, liberating and complete, touching down everywhere in equal amounts. From that moment I was done. I realized it was a lot like doing math. She was quantifiable. I was not.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I entered the first class of my senior year early, which meant I was one step closer to getting out, for the day and for life. Sometimes it’s best to focus on practical matters, just to get through. After Maman died that summer, life became very mechanical. I would eat dinner right after lunch and get ready for bed before night. I marked time. I would consider the task at hand until it was completed, then I would consider the next, never giving my mind a minute to scramble in the circuits of its cage. There’s something to be said for automatic living. It makes looking forward to things seem unreasonable. When you stop looking forward to things, you get used to low expectations and you realize, What’s the big deal about success anyway? If we’re all to attain everything we’ve been conditioned to desire – wealth, fame, education, prestige, security – then those things will become so prevalent that they’ll be meaningless. And it’s a populated planet. Such uniform comfort would not come without a cost. Someone somewhere would have to pay for all that success.
         
 
         According to Jack, the only way to maintain dignity is to give up wishes before they don’t come true. Maybe that’s too extreme. Maybe the best you can do is to refrain from wishing for wishes that are not your own, such as for ranch houses and nice cars, for capri pants and lamb chop dinners and husbands with good haircuts. Sometimes you have no choice; you inherit your parents’ wishes. Some parents work hard to guarantee their children’s progress. They don’t want any slipping back. That’s why every now and then you meet some poor kid whose life is controlled as if by committee.
         
 
         My particular future was not so vigilantly guarded. I was to start from scratch. The best thing about my family’s indifference was that I had the freedom to fail miserably.
 
         I stepped behind the teacher’s desk to reach the blackboard, and I pulled down the map of the Soviet Union. Kate always said that when she made a lot of money she was going to buy a wall map for me, the kind with lots of sheets. I took a seat in the corner of the room, alone by the window, wondering what Kate was going to do to earn all that money.
 
         Annie McCabe, Breanne Engel, and Darlene Nappa slipped through the door kind of all at once and assembled in an L-shaped cluster in chairs near the teacher’s desk. Annie began to whisper, and their three heads probed forward rigidly like construction cranes. I looked at the clock – two minutes to eight. And they were all so done. Annie was wearing stockings and a long straight silk skirt. Base makeup covered her from forehead to chest. A stringy ring of mocha stained the collar of her blouse.
         
 
         Wow, I thought, and on such a hot day! Girls are truly game as soldiers, with the brave things they do to their bodies and the harsh conditions they are able to tolerate.
         
 
         Darlene looked jaundiced, like a past-due celery stalk, concave and green with bushy stuff on top, and Breanne was beige and emaciated with a kind of polymer quality to her complexion – she looked trapped beneath her skin, like food through Tupperware. Her frosted hair was dry and frazzled at the ends and tied in such a way as to be neither up nor down. Her eyes were wide and shaking. Kate said Breanne takes Dexatrim.
 
         About a month or so after the funeral, Kate and I saw those girls at Main Beach. It must have been late August because there was litter and guys with cigars. Litter and guys with cigars usually appear in the Hamptons around late August. That’s when the group-house renters come. Breanne had gotten so thin her skin appeared to have been shucked off and reglued. She reminded me of this candy my father used to get for us in Chinatown, the kind with a translucent rice wrapper that’s like paper, only you eat it, and it melts in your mouth.
         
 
         ‘She looks like one of those Chinese candies my dad gets,’ I said to Kate.
 
         Kate tilted her head furtively into the shady spot between our shoulders, going, Sshhh! We were on our stomachs facing the water. It was late afternoon, and the beach was changing, the way beaches do in the late afternoon – young people go and older ones come, and suddenly there are dogs. A yellow Lab was making wide, dripping circles around an abandoned sand castle, and a couple in hats sat near us, facing their chairs to the west.
         
 
         ‘She makes herself throw up,’ Kate whispered.
 
         I didn’t understand. I said, ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘After she eats, she throws up.’
 
         ‘How do you do that?’
 
         ‘You put your finger in your mouth. And it just comes out – I guess.’
         
 
         ‘You’re kidding me.’ I hated to throw up. I avoided it at all costs.
 
         ‘I wouldn’t kid about a thing like that,’ she said.
 
         Breanne really must have despised her parents in order to deprive their baby girl of sustenance. It was impossible to know for sure, but her mom probably clapped at her first steps and dressed her in eyelet rompers when she was an infant and kissed her shampooed curls. I’d been to the Engels’ house. How pathetic Breanne must have looked, leaning over the turquoise toilet in their immaculate bathroom, feet and knees sinking into the plush of the matching turquoise carpet, breathing in the gladiola aroma of those gooey obelisk air fresheners, the kind where if you look inside the shaft, you can see the gel sinking into its own neon-green hip.
 
         ‘It seems kind of extreme,’ I said. I didn’t think Breanne had such a bad life. I thought of poor Dorothy Becker, who’d been abused at home. Dorothy had cragged seams on her wrists from what she’d tried to do.
         
 
         Kate returned to Seventeen. ‘You’re so selfish.’
         
 
         I wasn’t sure what Kate meant by selfish. If she meant concerned excessively with my own advantage, I didn’t feel very selfish. Of course, it was possible she didn’t think I was selfish at all, but simply called me that because she couldn’t think of anything else to say. I scooped up sand, wondering how many grains were in my hands, which is a cliché thing to wonder at the beach, but stupefying nonetheless. Kate kept licking the tip of her finger, then flipping the pages of her magazine – snap, snap, snap.
         
 
         I don’t know how or why, but I suddenly suspected that she had made herself throw up before too. I felt myself stand.
 
         ‘Where’re you going?’ she asked nervously, leaning up.
 
         I wasn’t sure. ‘To the water,’ I said.
 
         I walked along the rim of the shore. Though the day had almost passed, occidental light poured across the sky, making a pink and pious vault. I faced the ocean and remembered the way Maman had once described the water to me as a woman, a mother. La mer, et la mère. Eh? The sea is there when you need her, she’d said, though she herself could not be.
         
 
         I turned back to see Kate sitting with those girls. It didn’t bother me that they’d waited until I was gone to extend an invitation to her, or that she’d accepted. But I did wonder what it was that she wanted from them and what it was that they wanted from her, and whether either party stood the remotest chance of satisfaction.
 
         Be a friend to Catherine, Maman had also said to me. And although I was superstitious about things such as last wishes, Kate was beginning to require a type of friendship that I wasn’t sure I knew how to handle.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The bell rang again – 8.00 a.m. and still no teacher.
 
         Stephen Auchard stepped cautiously past the boys who punched and swatted at one another around the doorway. He chose the desk next to mine and nodded uncomfortably. Last time he’d seen me I’d been crying, which in high school is sort of like seeing someone naked.
         
 
         At Maman’s funeral he’d worn pressed khakis and a blue jacket with anchor buttons. His mother had had glasses with gold rectangular frames, and her auburn hair had been drawn into a sublime twist. She’d conferred with her son in ethereal French, leaning close, calling him Etienne. Kate’s mother had been related to Stephen’s father, and that was how the Cassirer family had found East Hampton. Outside Williams Funeral Home, Mrs Auchard had held my shoulders and kissed both of my cheeks, kisses like accidental butterflies. Her skin had been dewy and fragrant, cold as packed talc. ‘Claire did love you,’ she’d said to me. Deed luff.
         
 
         ‘What’s your locker number?’ Stephen asked. Our last names were letters apart, Auchard and Auerbach; our lockers had been side by side every year.
         
 
         ‘591,’ I said. ‘What’s yours?’
 
         ‘590,’ he answered.
 
         I nodded, and he nodded again, and we watched Nico Gerardi and Billy Martinson saunter in. I wasn’t surprised to see them in an Advanced Placement class, though they were awful students. Jocks were pretty much exempt from the standards that bound the rest of us. Teachers and administrators humor them because it’s in everyone’s interests to coax them through school and get them out of the building. Since it’s unethical to turn them loose on society, they get sent to college to be kept out of the mix until their frontal lobes develop more fully. As enticement they are given sports scholarships that will later amount to nothing, not even good health.
 
         Stephen fingered the corner of his notebook. He was going to be valedictorian. I wondered if he was annoyed by Nico and Billy and others like them, by the way they occupied the classroom, establishing through body language a right of place that their brains could not. The contrast between their physical conceit and their intellectual timidity made me think of men in small clothes. They’d been given the basics – food, shelter, girls, trouble to cause – but deep down, they were on to the game. You could catch this tiny light in their eyes, this proto-consciousness of slipping supremacy.
         
 
         Nico had changed over vacation. His football jersey hung closer to his waist than to his legs, his butt was more muscular, his crotch had thickened. I could not help but notice the way the denim of his Levi’s was rounded and slightly whiter there. I knew I should despise him as Jack did, the way he and his friends flirted with female teachers and played buddy with the male teachers, the way they gave congenial grabs to girls in hallways and relied on family ties to get them out of trouble. When Nico got caught stealing from summer houses, Judge Baby released him to his parents without so much as a meaningful reprimand. The boys called him Judge Baby because of the way he talked. Every day they played Judge Baby, cracking themselves up. ‘I cew-tin-weey hope you’ve gotten the boyish pwanks out of your system, wittle man. You have gweat pwomise.’
         
 
         Billy had never been in trouble with the police, not that anyone knew of, except he did go through a bay window at his house once when he rode his mother’s spare wheelchair down the staircase, and at several parties he’d swallowed goldfish.
 
         Boys will be boys, that’s what people say. No one ever mentions how girls have to be something other than themselves altogether. We are expected to stifle the same feelings that boys are encouraged to express. We are to use gossip as a means of policing ourselves. This way those who do succumb to the lure of sex but are not damaged by it are damaged instead by peer malice. We are to remain united in cruelty, ignorance, and aversion. We are to starve the flesh from our bones, penalizing the body for its nature, castigating ourselves for advances from men that we are powerless to prevent. We are to make false promises, then resist the attentions solicited. Basically we are to become expert liars.
         
 
         Nico and Billy were talking to Annie McCabe. Her voice was inaudible except for the random coo and peep, and the edges of her fine brown hair came forward like crepe curtains to hide her face. I wondered if she had ever masturbated. Probably not. I couldn’t imagine her manicured hands reaching to touch such a damp and pulpy place. Did she have the urge but resist? Or could the situation be precisely as it appeared – that she longed for nothing?
         
 
         Nico’s simian eyes scanned for a target and rested on me. He swaggered strategically into my aisle, and Billy Martinson followed. I curled over my notebook to draw.
 
         ‘Hey, Steve,’ Nico said in his weedy voice, ‘looks like you got the hot seat.’
 
         ‘Guess so,’ Stephen replied.
 
         Nico sat sideways in the chair in front of mine with his knees poking into the aisle. He put his elbow on my desk and leaned close, his breath coming in humid strokes. ‘Hey, baby.’
 
         I said hi and returned to my sketch. My pen moved boldly. It swirled to wobbly heights, making me think of ‘Irises’ or ‘Starry Night’. Billy settled his lanky frame into the seat in front of Stephen, the four of us carving out a strange chunk in the back of the room.
 
         Breanne said something to Darlene, probably about me.
 
         ‘What’s that, Breanne?’ Billy leaned diagonally to shake her seat.
 
         Nico said, ‘No whispering. Speak up or forever hold your peace.’
 
         ‘That’s right,’ Billy growled. ‘Speak up or forever hold my piece.’
         
 
         Everyone laughed except Breanne, who whined, ‘Stop it, Billy,’ in a voice that vibrated because her chair was shaking.
 
         ‘St-o-o-p i-it B-il-ly,’ Billy imitated, and the late bell rang. Mr Shepard finally drifted in, coffee mug in hand. He lingered by the door, talking about golf with the AV teacher.
         
 
         Nico dug deep into his pocket and removed a fistful of stuff – coins, bills, gum, and erasers, those awful ones that fit on top of pencils. He laid the erasers on the desk. Most of the other boys did the same, except for Stephen, who didn’t budge, and Marcus Payne, who was facing back from his seat in the front row, observing.
 
         ‘This is gonna be great,’ Nico said.
 
         Marcus stood, addressing everyone with a series of panoramic nods. Whenever I saw him, I felt bad for the way he was treated but also inspired by his stamina. I secretly admired the gentlemanly way he always managed to face off with his oppressors.
         
 
         ‘Now, listen up, people.’ His eyelids fluttered and his top teeth gnawed at the air. His head cocked to one side, and his arms came out from his shoulders at a preacherly incline. ‘Watch out for my head with those things.’
 
         ‘Shut up, Marcus,’ Bobby Tabor said. Bobby’s parents owned the liquor store and every night at dinner the whole family got drunk on good wine. Bobby got invited to all the parties. ‘Pouilly-Fuissé,’ he would say to his teen host, rotating a bottle lovingly in his hands to feature the label. ‘1974.’
 
         ‘Yeah, Carcus. If you don’t wanna get hit, move,’ Mike Stern warned as he emptied a snack bag full of erasers onto his desktop.
         
 
         ‘It doesn’t matter where you sit, Payne,’ Billy said. ‘We’re gonna hit you anyway.’
 
         Mr Shepard closed the door behind him.
 
         I asked Nico what was going on.
 
         ‘Everyone’s supposed to toss erasers at Shep when he makes a bad joke,’ Nico said.
 
         ‘You can’t do that,’ I said.
 
         ‘It’s tradition,’ Nico stated defensively. ‘I didn’t invent it.’
 
         I looked around the room. All the boys were seated properly and staring ahead; the only signs of impudence were the piles of erasers on most desks. It was tradition; of course they wouldn’t be punished. It was a preliminary test of gender loyalty, a distinct part of the male experience – next came fraternities, bachelor parties, firefighters, the police, politics, war. It wasn’t girl tradition. Girls had no traditions – anyway, none that teachers and boys would participate in willingly.
         
 
         ‘Relax, baby.’ Nico leaned into my face. ‘We’re just gonna have a little fun.’
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         There was a line I always liked to walk, a single discolored plank that went from the east to the west wall of the barn behind my house. I called it a barn because it was shaped like one, but actually it was just a shed, twenty by twelve, with no plumbing, no heat, and no insulation. The light inside was gauzy, like light in a tent. I went there almost every day to paint or to study.
 
         One warm night, in the spring of my junior year, I fell asleep on the floor. When Mom couldn’t find me in the house in the morning, she checked the barn and saw me curled up in the corner. That afternoon, Kate and I found Mom’s Plymouth Scamp parked in front of the high school. The car was old but anxious to please. It leaned forward like a pollen-yellow rhombus. We approached cautiously; we’d never seen my mom at school.
 
         ‘Maybe she got fired,’ Kate whispered as we exited the building.
 
         ‘Maybe she has cancer too,’ I said.
 
         Mom waved. ‘Hop in, you two! We’re going to Sears!’
 
         We headed toward Amagansett on Pantigo Road. At Sears, Mom ordered a piece of foam from a catalog. ‘A mattress,’ she said. ‘Now you can crash in the barn whenever you’re working late. It’ll be your studio.’ She tore a plain blue check from her wallet. On top was her name, Irene Ruane, and our post office box number, and East Hampton, New York, 11937. The amount was forty dollars.
 
         ‘I wrote it on the bottom, Laura,’ she told Kiki Hauser’s mom, who worked behind the counter. Mrs Hauser had asked for our phone number even though she knew us. My mother refused to allow the insult to dampen her spirits. As we waited for processing, she brushed my cheek with her hand. ‘Isn’t this exciting? You can sleep there all summer if you want.’
 
         Afterward we stopped at A&B Snowflake to celebrate with soft-serve ice cream, then we dropped Kate at her house on Mill Hill Lane. Maman was still alive then, though very sick. When we pulled away, we waved to Kate and I felt sad. It’s sad to leave a friend, especially at four-fifteen in the afternoon, especially when her mother is dying but yours is not – but, then again, everything is sad at four-fifteen in the afternoon.
         
 
         In the barn I always walked that same line – pacing along the plank to the overpainted brown door in back that opened onto no place in particular, just a stall with a potting bench. When I reached the wooden ladder to the sleeping loft, I turned, keeping every inch of my body centered and upright. In some parts of the world, steadiness is a requirement. In some places, children carry baskets on their heads. In America, we don’t need balance, except maybe in school athletics.
 
         
             

         
 
         Pip Harriman was perfectly balanced when she climbed the ropes for the presidential physical fitness exam in gym that morning. It wasn’t the actual presidential physical fitness test but a simulated version to determine our ‘health entry points,’ from which we were expected to improve by the year’s end.
         
 
         Pip’s hands went fast, fist over fist, with her legs crossed like wishful fingers, pinching to maintain counterbalance. Even in the gymnasium’s fluorescent light, her hair gleamed like a length of satin ribbon.
         
 
         Coach Slater took advantage of Pip’s sterling example by making a speech. ‘Rope climbing is noncompetitive, okay ladies?’ Coach shouted didactically in a stirring bit of showmanship. Her voice echoed from the freshly polyurethaned floors to the soaring metal rafters. ‘A climb is a personal challenge, okay? It’s an opportunity for you to top your own best performance.’
 
         It seemed pretty competitive nonetheless, with Pip effortlessly mounting the one available rope while the rest of us sat slumped and cross-legged, averting our eyes and praying like mad for time to run out before Coach got around to calling our names. If they really wanted it to be noncompetitive, they should have divided us into groups, then added up the total number of inches climbed by each team. Then at least we’d all root for one another to go higher – every single inch gained by one would make a difference for all. I wasn’t sure what it had to do with fitness anyway, since the entire gym class was spent sitting and waiting. And obviously the ropes weren’t important enough to practice on a regular basis, since they only got dropped from the ceiling for tests. It’s not exactly a usable life skill, except maybe in the circus or the army.
         
 
         ‘Can you imagine?’ I whispered to Kate. ‘Pip under the Big Top?’
 
         Kate shushed me. She didn’t want me to draw Coach’s attention to us. I would tell her later, at dinner, and we would laugh. My mother liked to laugh about Pip.
 
         Once we were all standing in Kate’s parents’ driveway – it was probably freshman year.
 
         ‘What is it with these children’s names?’ Mom asked. ‘Claire, have you heard them?’
 
         ‘Oui,’ Maman replied in her turbid accent, ‘Pip.’ Peep.
         
 
         ‘What are the others?’ Mom asked.
 
         Kate made a list. ‘Coco and Kiki, Bobum, Winn.’
 
         ‘Skip,’ I added, ‘Colt, Duff, Leaf. Fick.’
 
         ‘Fick!’ my mother said, laughing so much she needed her asthma inhaler.
 
         Maman didn’t think it was funny. ‘It is very sad, Irene,’ she scolded, ‘this American custom of calling a child by the name of a dog.’
 
         Pip hopped off the rope, triumphant and breathless, and Coach made a check mark on the fitness report form. Coach called, ‘Palmer, Ellie!’
         
 
         The worst thing about the ropes was the panic you felt when you stood up, knowing everyone was staring. Though I sympathized with whomever was up there, I would stare too, since you were wise to feign interest. Ellie rose reluctantly, yanked her T-shirt down around her hips, went dutifully to the swinging rope, tilted her head as if wondering how to begin, then looked pathetically to Coach for some kind of break. But coaches never give breaks. They take their jobs seriously – you can tell by the way they wedge their clipboards into their bulging bellies, blow silver whistles up close and indoors, and wear neat-looking Adidas sweat suits, though they never break a sweat. 
         
 
         Coach Slater had to be forced to give Alice Lee a break. Before class started, Alice had handed Coach a doctor’s note saying to excuse her from the exam because it was that time of the month. Coach was especially irritated when Alice asked if she could stay there in the locker room or go to the nurse’s office for privacy because we were going to be sharing the gym with the boys.
         
 
         ‘Are you enrolled in this class?’ Coach shouted.
 
         ‘What do you mean?’ Alice asked suspiciously.
 
         Coach shook her head like Alice was dumb. ‘I mean, are you enrolled in this class?’
         
 
         ‘I guess.’ Alice’s head sank meekly, but her eyes lit up with hatred.
         
 
         ‘Then you’re my responsibility. You go where the class goes.’
         
 
         Coach turned from Alice and blasted her whistle harshly, then pointed to the gymnasium and commanded the rest of us to ‘Get out there and do three laps.’ The boys had already started, so we ran in place in the corner until they reached the far side of the room, then we moved ahead in a big group. Every time the boys passed Alice, who was sitting on the floor under the water fountains, hugging her knees to her chest, they would say mean things. The coaches did nothing to stop them – they seemed to be using Alice as an example. They seemed to say that the gym is a realm unburdened by sloughing wombs and engorged breasts. It was confusing, frankly, the way everyone stared at our bodies even as they tried to erase the ideas of our bodies from our minds. We were supposed to get over ourselves, but no one was supposed to get over us. The female body was our worst handicap and our best advantage – the surest means to success, the surest course to failure.
 
         ‘It’s her own fault,’ Jodie Palumbo exhaled.
 
         ‘God, it’s so gross.’ Annie McCabe shuddered.
         
 
         Pip said something, which I couldn’t hear, and they laughed. They didn’t like Alice, though they didn’t know her. They were sorting, or classifying. It’s easy – anyone dressed funny is the enemy, especially if they reject your supremacy or do not acknowledge school as entertainment. If the enemy tries to look like you and act like you, only in more affordable clothes, that person is still the enemy, only of a more contemptible, less terrifying variety – the sort you can be seen with if absolutely necessary, for instance if you are soliciting float-making help for homecoming or votes for yourself in the class election.
         
 
         I passed the girls, though it brought me to the rear of the boys. Actually, the rear of the boys was a nicer class of people than the front of the girls, which is a carryover fact for life. I mixed in with Roy Field, who rebuilt radios and ate seven bowls of Trix a day; Tommy Gardner, who had impetigo and a heart murmur; and Daryl Sackler, who was six-foot-four but refused to play basketball even though they offered to let him start, because he had a job mowing lawns after school. Daryl Sackler buries cats and mows their heads off, that’s what everybody said.
         
 
         ‘Actually,’ Jack said of Daryl, ‘I like him. Most freaks like that would kill for fucking basketball hero status. But he chooses to remain a loser. Either he’s a total retard or a complete man of honor. Besides, you know how I feel about cats.’
         
 
         I ran hard, really hard. At the end I sprinted to finish and bent to catch my breath. Others finished after me, forming a docile line at the girls’ water fountain. Alice shifted miserably, as though protecting herself from us, like we might kick her or spit, but she didn’t shift too far, since her predicament was legitimate; in fact, her predicament was our predicament. I felt I was with her, though my body stood apart and my voice was silent. In Jules et Jim, Jim blows Catherine a kiss when she jumps into the Seine River after Jules insults women, and Jim says, I admired her. I was swimming with her in my mind.
         
 
         I twisted the knob and drank the water, which was icy cold by the time I got to the front of the line; I had this trick of letting everyone cut in front of me. I wiped my mouth on my shoulder and looked back to Alice. I didn’t know what she’d endured beyond the school walls, but her look was knowing. If my eyes met her eyes, I wondered what message mine should convey. Not pity, since I am a woman too, and therefore as pitiful as Alice. I considered sitting next to her, but then I would have gotten detention. It’s weird how teachers belong to a union and they teach about revolutions and labor strikes, but they discourage solidarity among students.
         
 
         Kate and I saw her doctor’s note halfway unfolded on Coach’s desk when we were sent to return the relay cones to the equipment room behind the office. We could only make out parts. Please excuse Alice Lee from physical activity due to severe menstrual – the second paragraph fell into a crease. Something, something – requiring medication.
         
 
         In the hallway Kate said, ‘How awful.’
 
         By that she meant Alice. Kate thought Alice was a poor thing. I thought the awful part was the note. It was written by an expert, by someone who believed what he or she was writing; then it was dispatched into the world, only to be casually disregarded by some other expert. It’s hard to believe in anything anyone says when experts are constantly contradicting each other. Pip was as sure in gym as I was in art, but Alice was also sure about something, and so was Coach, and Alice’s doctor. It’s too bad that certain things matter so much when you are the one they matter to, but in the grand scheme, no one else cares, not really. I wondered who else besides Coach thought rope climbing mattered to girls but periods didn’t.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The barn had become dark. Though I could see very little, I could hear many things: the echo of my footsteps in the room I occupied, the sound of night beyond those walls, my mother’s laughter, ascending the hill from the house, traveling on the platform of a breeze. I could almost smell the Chablis on her breath and the mint from the package of gum in her coat pocket – the smells were like fairies escaping. I could almost see her reenact the drama of her day for her friends – bodies wedged into couches and chairs, denim legs jutting across tabletops, drowsy hands passing a joint, passing a bottle, wrists exposed, voices going, ‘So what happened next, Rene?’ Reen, short for Irene.
         
 
         Her friends were always there. If ever it looked like they might leave, they wouldn’t. Someone might stand and stretch but then just use the toilet, or tuck in a loose shirt and ask if anyone felt like making a run for more beer. If I ever passed through, they would confer with me congenially, dipping close to my eyes with cigarettes, natted hair, and home-sewn clothes stinking of patchouli and musk.
         
 
         If my upbringing made me sensitive to affectations of tolerance and to the irony of that particular hypocrisy, I could hardly be blamed. All I ever heard as a child was how everything is cool and everyone should be cool, and yet they were so very quick to judge new shoes or a clean car or to cogitate over the dementia behind matching furniture or monogrammed stationery. I couldn’t help but have developed an aversion to the epoxied stench of incense and the smut of overfilled ashtrays and the sticky liquor rings on tables that had to be cleaned on Sunday mornings. Hiding in my room at bedtime as a little girl, I would drink my dinner of chocolate milk and bury myself beneath hundreds of stuffed animals tied together in twos with rescued ribbon and bits of yarn, one neck fastened to another or belly to belly, buddied up in case of fire, in case they would have to be tossed from the window. I would rub my feet together to distract myself from the noise of the party, the singing, the laughter, the music – Joplin, Dylan, Hendrix.
         
 
         ‘I love you,’ she would say. My mother, popping her head in.
 
         I was sitting on the barn floor, drawing rooftops. There were all these great rooftops by my dad’s place in Little Italy. My father was good about taking me up to the roof of his building whenever I wanted. He always waited while I drew, either reading or just looking around. It wasn’t necessary for him to wait, but between him and his business partner, Tony Abbruscato, they had about a thousand rooftop horror stories.
 
         Kneeling before my paper, I looked deep into the space Jack might have occupied, and imagining him, I smiled. I thought of him smiling also, a fair angel’s smile, his features transmitting a regard so strong as to defy the inconvenience of his factual absence. Had he been there actually, he would have persuaded me to join the party in the house. Jack hated to miss a party. Though I missed him, I was thankful to be beyond the influence of his flesh, the lips that could nudge me with an inflexible kiss through the door of my own home.
 
         ‘Mom’s back, you know.’ Not Jack, but Kate. She was leaning in the doorway, her head poking through. ‘Feel like coming up front?’
         
 
         Yes, my mother, I knew. The laughter and the mint. The sweet wine and music. I wasn’t sure what I felt like, being alone or being with people. Neither seemed good. I wondered what was expected of me; if I had known what was expected, I might have done it. I tried to think, but at the same time there was something I needed to forget, something of which an answer to her question might have reminded me.
 
         Kate waited for an answer, and when none came, she left. Her feet clocked down the wood steps outside. In a few seconds the screen door in the back of the house squeaked open and slapped shut. Then nothing. Not silence so much as the absence of sounds affiliated with me. There was the loose, careless clank of silverware, and cabinet doors smacking, and the thud of the plumbing every time the kitchen faucet was shut off. There was the distant muffle of voices – Kate rejoining the party, Mom asking if I was coming. Maybe not. Maybe she did not ask about me at all. 
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         When I came home from shopping at the A&P on Saturday, he was there, at my mother’s desk, swiveling in her chair, slumped and belligerent, the way you sit at ice cream counters, like at the Candy Kitchen in Bridgehampton. It was as if he’d always been there, all summer long, occupying that very chair.
 
         A scratchy copper beard dusted his chin, making a wafery layer like penny-colored frost on a windowpane. His hair touched the base of his neck. It was the color of gleaming wheat. Jack might have looked healthy, except that beneath his crystalline blue eyes were velvety pouches, and his cheeks were raw and drawn very far in, like a pair of inside-out parentheses. It was possible he had not eaten or slept in days. It’s strange to realize you have sustained yourself on a memory of a person that has become untrue. The phantom face of my summer was not the face before me. And, yet, it was Jack.
         
 
         ‘Your hair grew,’ he said. His voice was the same, still so beautiful.
 
         I stopped at the base of the stairs and lowered the groceries to the floor. ‘I hate it.’
 
         ‘So cut it,’ he said, moving toward me, lifting me, and we spun.
 
         I tested his existence; my hands felt for the body beneath the shell of his clothes. I confirmed the feathery pressure of his hair on my cheeks. The solid wall of his slender chest, the subtle protrusion of his right shoulder blade. He was real, with a smell that was real and a slightly sticky gleam to his skin. I rested my head in the bony basin between his ear and his shoulder.
 
         ‘Are you crying?’ he asked. He tightened his grip. ‘What’s wrong?’
 
         ‘It’s just, you kept coming, like a ghost, like, floating.’ For a long while I couldn’t speak. ‘Sometimes I would feel that you were with me, and you seemed so real. Now you’re here, but I’m not sure. You seem less real than before.’
 
         His eyes studied mine, scanning cautiously. He breathed deeply, heavily, as if taking some of me down with the air.
 
         ‘Have I changed too?’ I asked.
 
         ‘You have.’ He drew back my hair one side at a time, trailing with his gaze the path of his fingers. Adding gravely, ‘But it’s okay.’
 
         Jack kissed me and his lips on mine were dry. He tasted like black licorice, like anise.
 
         ‘My mother told me everything,’ he said, ‘about Kate’s mom.’ He touched my cheek over and over with a chapped finger. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here.’
 
         My eyes opened wide, admitting light from my mother’s desk lamp. If you don’t want to cry, you can stop yourself by looking into light. It’s better to keep grief inside. Grief inside works like bees or ants, building curious and perfect structures, complicating you. Grief outside means you want something from someone, and chances are good you won’t get it. 
 
         
            *

         
 
          
         Later we were sitting on opposite ends of the couch, drinking black coffee. Our legs were interlocking and I was rubbing my feet together beneath Jack’s tailbone. I used to rub my feet behind my dad’s back when he was reading or when he and Marilyn were watching that old detective show, Mannix, or the crazy Dean Martin program, the one with the spiral staircase. My father’s apartment was always freezing.
         
 
         ‘They’re whirring like a little machine!’ Jack said of my feet, and right then WPLR played ‘Maybe I’m Amazed’. The song had played the first time we met, and by coincidence we often heard it play, which sort of made it our song, even though everyone said it was queer to like Wings. Jack left my feet exposed when he stood to raise the volume.
 
         ‘I want to cover this song with the band,’ he said, plopping back down. He and Dan Lewis and Dan’s cousin Marvin, also known as Smokey Cologne, had a band – Atomic Tangerine. In a moderate shriek, Jack sang along with the radio. ‘Der ner ne ner ner ner ne ne.’
         
 
         When the song was over, we heard a sound behind us. We tilted our heads back over the couch arms. Kate was standing in the entry near the front door.
 
         ‘Katie!’ Jack called. He stood and started to step around the couch, probably to give her a hug or say sorry about her mother dying.
 
         ‘Hey, Jack,’ Kate said dismissively, avoiding eye contact.
 
         There was a pause, which made it hard for him to know what to do. He darkened and returned to me. For a while we just sat. Kate craned her neck to regard herself in the mirror over the fireplace, then she removed her sweater and dropped it playfully on top of me.
 
         ‘How did Drama Club go?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Fine,’ she said, shaking her hair loose. ‘We did improvisations.’
 
         ‘A school club on a Saturday?’ Jack asked with derision. ‘Is it a Communist club?’
         
 
         Kate approached the mantel and stepped on the hearth to regard herself more closely. ‘It’s theater, Jack,’ she said. ‘You have to be committed.’ She turned and smiled falsely. ‘Oh, well. I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone.’ She stomped up the stairs, the door slammed, and her stereo switched on. Her stereo, not the house stereo. All of a sudden there were two. We soon heard the sounds of Joni Mitchell’s ‘Chelsea Morning’ blasting through the ceiling.
         
 
         ‘Did she flip her lid when her mother died, or what?’ Jack looked to the stairs. ‘Lovebirds? Theater? She’s turning into fucking Blanche DuBois.’ He plucked her sweater from my chest, pinching it and draping it across the coffee table. ‘How long has this been going on?’
         
 
         I shook my head. I couldn’t remember the time before, or the way it used to be. There were the things we used to do, factual things, and those were easy to recall – playing, biking, singing. As for the things we’d conjured and believed, those were harder to recapture. I wondered if ideals existed only because there was so much to be learned in the loss of them.
 
         Jack pulled me close, kissing my head. ‘I never thought I’d say this, but let’s get the fuck out of here and go to my house.’
 
         
             

         
 
         It was almost seven. We had only a half hour to be alone at Jack’s house. His parents were finishing dinner at Gordon’s in Amagansett, where they’d had a six o’clock reservation. At seven-fifteen his mother would deliver his father to the Jitney, and by seven-thirty, she would be home. Mr Fleming would be back in Manhattan two and a half hours after that. They had an apartment on Madison Avenue and Eighty-seventh Street. He worked at Ogilvy & Mather, the advertising agency.
 
         ‘Nothing creative,’ Jack would say; he was always quick to set people straight before they tried to connect Jack to his dad. ‘He’s senior account manager for Schweppes. You know, the carbonated sodas. Schweppervescence.’
         
 
         ‘How come your father’s going back on a Saturday?’ I asked.

         ‘Because I came home today,’ Jack said. ‘He can’t get away fast enough.’
         
 
         At the Fleming house, Jack’s sister’s dog Mariah barked, so he gave it a kick. Not really a kick, just a kind of dragging push to one side with the top of his foot. Inside, the air was heavy with the scent of cologne. It spooked me to think of Mr Fleming’s barrel-chested shadow appearing suddenly to block a doorway. 
         
 
         ‘What perfume does he wear?’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘Lagerfeld?’
 
         ‘Cat Piss,’ Jack said. He yanked open the refrigerator door. It smacked the counter and glass bottles clanked. ‘He must think he’s gonna get laid on the bus.’ Jack grabbed a yogurt, tore off the lid, and flung it into the sink like a Frisbee. He tilted his head back and drank from the cup. Halfway through he paused. ‘Want some?’
 
         ‘What flavor is it?’
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I haven’t hit fruit yet.’ He swallowed a little more. ‘Not the kind you like. It tastes purple.’
 
         ‘Blueberry,’ I said. ‘Forget it.’
 
         Mariah skulked past our ankles as we moved to the hallway. ‘Keep away from that beast,’ Jack warned. ‘It’s an operative.’
 
         I asked what an operative was. He said like a spy.
 
         He started up the stairs, his filthy sneakers knocking into the shallow depths. There was something wretched about the sight. ‘I’ll wait here,’ I said. Mr and Mrs Fleming didn’t like us to go upstairs when they were out.
 
         Jack reached for my hand. ‘C’mon, Evie. I swear, we’ll just be a minute.’
 
         
             

         
 
         On the southwest side of the attic, Jack had constructed a retreat for himself. He liked to say it was the only room in the house uncontaminated by damask and deodorizer. The windows were shuttered, the paint on the walls was charcoal gray, and the floors were bare wood because three months after we’d met, Jack had torn out the rug. It was the day before he was supposed to leave for boarding school – Labor Day Sunday, 1978. He’d intended to destroy the whole room and after that, the whole house, including the carport.
 
         ‘Especially the carport,’ he’d declared. I had no doubt that he meant it. Unlike most people who say they hate their parents, Jack really did.
 
         He’d tried in all sincerity to talk to them, to apologize for certain things, to reason with them about his feelings, to ask them to please let him spend his junior and senior years in East Hampton, to not send him away. I’d gone with him for moral support – only not all the way. I waited at the end of the street, on the porch of the Presbyterian Church. I brought a book, figuring it might take a while. But Jack reappeared in ten minutes.
         
 
         ‘That was fast,’ I said. ‘What happened?’
 
         ‘What happened,’ Jack repeated. ‘Hmmm, let’s see.’ He took my book from me and began to slap it against his thigh. ‘I try to reconcile. I swear to conform. I sit there, totally fucking humiliating myself. I tell them that I don’t want to lose you.’
         
 
         ‘And,’ I prodded softly.
 
         ‘My mother’s sure we’ll stay friends. She says, “You can write.”’
         
 
         I hated to hear his voice sound desperate and alone when it did not have to be, not when I was right there.
 
         ‘Then,’ Jack said, ‘the fat bastard goes to the barbecue grill, totally ignoring me, and says, “C’mon, Susan. I don’t want those ribs to char.”’
 
         ‘Char,’ I said, ‘Wow. Who uses a word like char?’
         
 
         ‘Fat bastards,’ Jack stated. ‘Ad agency homos. Neocons. That’s who.’
 
         At dawn the following morning, he took a knife to his room. After cutting the curtains and shredding the carpet, he’d intended to start on the walls, but beneath the rug in the center of the room, he’d discovered a very old Christmas card with stained edges that looked like it could have been from around the early 1900s. Inside, in childish handwriting, it said, Eveline.
         
 
         He jammed the open card into my hands. I was in my underwear and a T-shirt, and we were standing in the driveway by the garage because it was early and that was the back way to my bedroom if you didn’t want to wake up other people. He was winded from running and covered in the fine white matter of demolition. He yanked me into the sunlight, handed over the card, set his hands on his thighs, and bent to catch his breath.
 
         I looked from the card to his face. ‘I don’t understand.’
 
         ‘I found it! In my room. I was pulling out the carpet.’
 
         I asked was he sure. 
         
  
         ‘Of course I’m sure!’
 
         ‘Maybe someone put it there,’ I said. ‘Like, planted it.’
 
         ‘That rug’s been there for years,’ he said. ‘Besides, no one we know is that interesting. What would be the point?’
 
         He dropped to the dew-soaked grass. I dropped too.
 
         ‘Listen,’ he instructed. ‘I’m cutting and tearing out the rug, I’m throwing the pieces down the stairs, and I’m raising all kinds of dust and shit to really piss them off, and just when I’m about to bust the windows or pry off the molding, I see this paper on the floor.’ Jack gestured with his hands as he spoke, which he almost never did. ‘I go to the paper, I lift it. It’s a Christmas card. There are angels on front. Did you see the angels?’ he asked.
 
         ‘I saw them,’ I said.
 
         ‘Look at the fucking angels,’ he insisted, pushing the card back at me.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ I swore. ‘I see.’
 
         ‘And this, did you see this?’ Jack opened it again and tapped at my name. It was scrawled in loopy script that dipped to the right, in old-fashioned penmanship – Eveline. ‘I might have killed him,’ he said. ‘I might have done it this time, if he came up those stairs.’ He looked at the ground, numb. ‘You had to see me. I had a knife in one hand, and in the other hand I had the card.’
         
 
         He left for boarding school in Kent, Connecticut, later that day without a fight. He took the card with him, and in the Flemings’ driveway, where we said goodbye, he vowed to me privately, but before God and whomever the fuck else, to take it with him everywhere he went for the rest of his sorry fucking life, as a mystic but tangible reminder that no matter how far apart he and I might grow, at the core we were one, that we were meant to be one, that things would work out as nature intended, and that no one could prevent destiny’s unfolding, not even us, because we were connected – spiritually. ‘Understand?’ he said, as his sister, Elizabeth, leaned on the horn of the family’s New Yorker.
         
 
         ‘I understand,’ I said, because truly I did, and to seal the vow we kissed. He popped the passenger door. Before getting in, he gave a final wave of the middle finger to his parents, who were largely concealed behind the living room drapes. Then he left, and he stayed away at Kent until he dropped out at Thanksgiving. He was gone just three months, though it had felt more like a thousand years.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Jack was emptying his knapsack from summer. It smelled like heath and wax and mold, and it was covered in President Carter campaign buttons from 1976: JERSEY LOVES CARTER-MONDALE, UAW FOR CARTER-MONDALE, END THE NIXON LEGACY – VOTE JIMMY CARTER, and Jack’s particular favorite, CARTER É BRAVISSIMO. The smell was probably from camping in the mountains, but with Jack you never knew. He pulled the card from deep inside his bag and laid it on the desktop. I touched it, the inside part with my name, for luck, then I sat on the bed. Jack’s bed was built into the room, wedged square and high into the corner. When you sat, your feet did not touch ground. Attached to the long wall above it was a shelf for shells, fossils, field guides, and bottled things such as butterflies, and also bones and books. A World of Fungi, The Stranger, Demian. In Demian, Jack had found Abraxas.
         
 
         ‘Like on the Santana album – Abraxas. There’s a quote from Hermann Hesse on the cover,’ he’d said. ‘How cool is it that Santana reads Hesse?’
         
 
         Across from the bed, his Technics stereo system was set carefully on milk crates from Schwenk’s, the local dairy farm, twelve of them stacked four wide, three tall, and all filled with albums – some rock, some punk, but mostly jazz and blues. Above that were five guitars, including a 1968 Martin D28 with a Brazilian rosewood bridge, and a Gibson Les Paul Standard with sunburst finish and humbucking pickups. Near his pillow was a stuffed mouse I’d made in seventh-grade home economics, the only thing I’d ever sewn.
 
         ‘I can’t believe you still have this mouse,’ I said. I was terrible at sewing. ‘Do you really like it, or do you just feel sorry for me?’
 
         ‘I really like it. Though I also happen to feel sorry for you.’ He kissed my eyelids and lowered himself on top of me. 
         
 
         ‘Jack,’ I whispered uncomfortably, pushing him. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
 
         
             

         
 
         We stopped to see the trees on Main Street. The giant elms in East Hampton were dying from Dutch elm disease and many had been marked for removal.
 
         ‘I went straight to your house,’ Jack explained. ‘I didn’t get a chance to check the trees.’
 
         Jack lay in the grass across from the Hunnting Inn, his head hanging off the curb into the gutter. I watched the car tires whizzing past his extended neck, wondering if he would be decapitated. His untucked Jethro Tull T-shirt crept up his chest, and his jeans slid to reveal the waistband of a pair of boxer shorts. The design on them was of red go-go dancers. The shorts were mine, anyway my father’s, from the fifties. Jack’s apricot belly was marked by a V of muscle low in the center and a narrow ladder of hair that mounted the middle. I crawled through the grass and got next to him, facing up also. ‘This one’s awesome,’ he said. ‘The branch over Main Street is like an arm bent at the elbow. Pretty soon it will be gone.’
 
         The streets of the village were full of fog. Along the way to the pizza place, I kept putting up my hands as if to part curtains. Jack was saying how in Wyoming juniper trees have round blue cones like grapes and how Rick Ruddle said that inhaling labdanum tranquilizes the mind. Rick Ruddle was Jack’s hike leader and a sound engineer from Portland.
 
         Brothers Four Pizzeria was crowded. Troy Resnick was there with Min Kessler, the eye doctor’s daughter. Jack and Troy slapped loose hands. ‘How was the trip, man?’ Troy asked.
 
         Jack said, ‘Outrageous, man.’
 
         Troy examined the watermelon-colored Kryps on Jack’s skateboard, and Jack informed Troy that his haircut was butt ugly. I lifted a copy of Dan’s Papers from a stack on the floor and took the front table. Through the ribbon of mist that divided Newtown Lane, the red neon sign from Sam’s Restaurant seemed milky red and noirish, making me think of detective novels – single-bullet shootings. A pop, a body, some footsteps, a detective.
         
 
         ‘Catch you later, man,’ I heard Jack say.
 
         Troy slurped back cheese. ‘Meet us at the beach.’
 
         ‘Which one, Wiborg’s?’ Jack asked.
 
         ‘Indian Wells.’
 
         ‘Too far,’ Jack said. ‘I don’t have a car, and I’m not driving with you. You suck.’
 
         Other kids starting calling out to Jack. He transmitted a series of apathetic hellos, then declared with annoyance, ‘Listen, people, I gotta get some fucking food.’
 
         At the counter he ordered two slices and stared down Dino and Vinny while he waited. They irritated Jack, the way they thought they were masculine. He liked to say that they must have had some very big hairy dicks beneath those oil-stained pizza aprons. For his part, Jack astounded them, the way he was puny and unkempt but had a girl like me. He seemed to personify for them the trouble with America. Dino would just shake his head when he saw us, which pleased Jack infinitely. Jack liked to take me there; we went about three times a week.
 
         Jack deposited two paper plates on the table, each with its own overhanging slice, and the plates swirled a bit from grease coming through. Jack lowered his chin to the plane of the table and bit his folded slice. ‘Mooks,’ he said through his food. He didn’t know what a Mook was, he’d just heard it once in a movie called Mean Streets, which my dad had taken us to see. Ever since then, everybody who pissed him off was a Mook. I tore the crust from my slice and chewed. Jack wanted to know if the pizza guys had given me a hard time while he was gone.
         
 
         ‘This is the first time I’ve been here since you left,’ I said.
 
         He knocked his head back to suck the soda from his can. His hair fanned out against his shoulders, and I could see his Adam’s apple dip and rise. I don’t like to see them, not ever, Adam’s apples. I turned away; Dino was staring.
 
         ‘Let’s go, Jack,’ I said, standing and pulling my sweater around my shoulders, buttoning one button at the neck. ‘The movie starts in five minutes. We’re going to miss the oil globs.’ Before the beginning of every film, the theater would project wafting oil globs on the screen, kind of like a giant lava lamp.
         
 
         ‘Right,’ he said, jumping up to grab his skateboard. When I tossed the remainder of my pizza into the garbage, he caught it before it hit the can and crammed it into his mouth.
 
         As we started for the theater, he jumped onto his skateboard and whizzed by me in the street. Jack was handsome, in a seedy and purposeful way, the way a barn in disrepair looks so good in the middle of a lush green field. It was true he had changed over the summer, or maybe it was me who had changed. I said, ‘I can’t believe we’re finally seniors.’
 
         ‘I was just thinking that,’ he said as he rode up the curb, then popped back off in front of Tony’s Sporting Goods. ‘Troy’s doing whippets tonight. That’s why he wants to meet later.’
 
         ‘Isn’t it like breathing into a paper bag?’
 
         ‘Yeah. It’s so stupid. That’s what makes it fun.’ He approached Newtown and Main, and at the corner he twirled smoothly on the rear wheels. His arms were bent at the elbows, his right leg extended, his left leg flexed. His hair windmilled lightly. Then he leapt off, flipping the front end of his board into his ready hand, waiting for me to catch up. We met at the light.
 
         ‘Your leg ever bother you?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Sometimes.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Jack was wearing a cast when we met. ‘The summer of 1978 is a study in bitter irony,’ he liked to say. ‘In the midst of the worst period of a particularly shitty life, I met you.’
 
         Because of his broken leg Jack had had to cancel his annual Outward Bound trip, which meant he was stuck at home with his family. For weeks he wasn’t even able to climb the three flights to his room, so he had to sleep in the den, or, as he said, in the transverse colon of the house, where all the shit sits and ferments before moving through. Jack was forced to endure the petty mechanics of family life – every dinner and phone conversation, every key jingle and cabinet slam.
         
 
         Once, he and his dad fought so bad that Mr Fleming called the police.
 
         ‘What did you do?’ I asked.
 
         ‘I threatened him with a weapon.’
 
         ‘A gun?’
 
         ‘No,’ he confided, ‘I couldn’t reach the gun. A knife.’
 
         ‘A knife? Your leg was broken! He couldn’t possibly have been scared.’
         
 
         Jack shrugged. ‘What can I say? I have excellent aim.’
 
         I knew Jack from school; everyone did because of Atomic Tangerine. Prior to that he and Kate had had the same piano teacher, Laura Lipton, a songwriter from Sag Harbor whose dog, Max, was a television actor – Ken-L Ration, Chuck Wagon, and so on. Occasionally Kate’s lesson would encroach upon Jack’s, and she would play with the dog just in order to stick around and listen. She would call me after to say how well Jack Fleming played.
 
         We never actually spoke until the day in early summer when he came with his parents to the Lobster Roll, where his older sister, Elizabeth, was a waitress and I was a busgirl. I watched him from across the room. I’d never seen anyone so uncomfortable in my life. As his father talked without pause, Jack stared through the window out onto Napeague Highway, clanking his spoon against his cast, keeping a secret rhythm. He would lower his face to the table to sip his water. His broken leg was propped onto a second chair.
 
         Elizabeth asked me to carry over the drinks. ‘Please. I can’t deal with them.’
 
         The cocktail tray rested on the flat of my left forearm, and I bent to deposit each drink carefully. I couldn’t help but notice the way the afternoon sun encountered Jack’s face, the glassine glow to his eyes. When I looked into them, I could not look away. They became a beautiful horizon, dominions of clouds and winds of ice and insinuations of birds. I considered sadly the world he saw through those eyes. Probably nothing in real life could match the purity of vision they beheld.
         
 
         Mr Fleming asked my name.
 
         I set down his plastic cup of chardonnay. I said, ‘Eveline.’
 
         ‘Eveline? Fan-tas-tic!’ He began to sing. Eveline, Evangeline.
         
 
         I delivered Jack’s Coke, and my breast accidentally grazed his right arm, a little beneath his shoulder. We both kind of froze.
 
         ‘Which of your parents reads Longfellow?’ Mr Fleming demanded. Jack shifted protectively as though to block me.
 
         ‘My mother,’ I replied, ‘teaches poetry. Short stories and Shakespeare too. But I think my name is from Dubliners.’
         
 
         ‘Joyce – bah. Overrated,’ Mr Fleming barked dismissively. ‘Let’s see, let’s see now, Longfellow. It’s been quite some time.’
 
         ‘Where does she teach, dear?’ Mrs Fleming interrupted.
 
         ‘Southampton College,’ I said. Mr Fleming cleared his throat and begin to recite. ‘Gentle Evangeline – et cetera, et cetera, something, something, something – When she had passed it seemed like the ceasing of exquisite music.’
         
 
         Jack glowered at him and clapped three times very, very slowly.
 
         ‘Well, now, Eveline-Evangeline,’ Mr Fleming said. ‘What do you intend to do with the great fortune you will have amassed by the end of summer?’
 
         ‘Oh. I’m not sure. Probably just buy paints and stuff. You know, art stuff,’ I said.
 
         He was silent – they all were – stunned no doubt by the humorless sincerity of my reply. As I delivered straws and cleared away soiled appetizer plates, I felt for the first of many times the intensity of Jack’s gaze and the blood that pooled darkly in my cheeks.
 
         At the waitress station, Elizabeth garnished glasses of iced tea with lemon wheels, and she spoke of Jack. I listened from the far side of the lattice divider. It was funny to see her face after seeing his – his was so much prettier. Her parents had tried everything, she said. She said that Jack had seen psychiatrists since he was seven, that he was a noncompliant patient, that he had been on more medications than there are states, that he was talented in music, and that he had just been enrolled in boarding school near their grandparents’ house in Connecticut. He was leaving in September. ‘He tried to kill my father a few weeks ago, you know,’ Elizabeth whispered to Sue and Renata.
         
 
         Renata admitted she’d read about it in The East Hampton Star.
         
 
         ‘He should be grateful that he’s going to school instead of prison.’ Elizabeth hoisted a tray onto her arm and walked away.
 
         Since I’d never spoken to Jack, I could not really rise to his defense. But I figured that at least I ought to tell him how I felt about what I’d heard. You sort of have an obligation to tell someone that he can trust you more than he can trust his own sister.
 
         No one offered Jack a hand as they prepared to leave. I held his chair for him as he stood, and I followed him to hold open the door.
 
         ‘Good luck, Lady Evangeline,’ Mr Fleming thundered above his wife’s head as she crossed the vestibule to join him. ‘Though I don’t expect you’ll need it.’
 
         Jack swung past with his body hanging far over his crutches. ‘Thanks,’ he mumbled, and I went with him into the corridor, which seemed to confuse everyone, including me.
 
         Mr Fleming winked knowingly. ‘Meet you outside, son.’
 
         ‘Sorry about that,’ Jack said when they left. ‘He’s a dick.’
 
         ‘It’s okay,’ I assured him, feeling shy to be the object of his eyes. Inside the enamel blue rings were specks, little stars twinkling. ‘So when do you get your cast off?’
 
         ‘Thursday,’ he said caustically, dragging the word out. He looked to the ground. Without lifting his head, his eyes returned to mine. To say he was handsome was not quite right, not quite enough: the look in his eyes was transcendent. On the restaurant radio was that Wings song ‘Maybe I’m Amazed’.
 
         We watched the cars race down Napeague stretch.
 
         ‘You should come over sometime,’ I said.
 
         ‘What time do you get off?’
 
         I said at five.
 
         ‘All right,’ he said, moving off, ‘see you at six.’
 
         ‘Wait,’ I called. ‘You don’t know where I live.’ 
         
 
         He paused at the door. ‘By the tracks,’ he said. Then he left, his compact frame ticking gracefully between shiny pale crutches.
 
         
             

         
 
         People always asked why I went out with him. I just liked him better than anyone else. He didn’t have that ballooned chest or stiff-shouldered look other boys had. Jack was skinny, but fluid, loose in the legs, and, though he was careful with me, the chances he took with himself were real. One night when he, Dan, and Smokey Cologne were out of pot, they smoked oregano leaves and drank codeine cough syrup. On a dare, Smokey did a shot of Downy fabric softener and had to get his stomach pumped. After the hospital, they came to my house and dove kamikaze-style off the back of the couch until Dan broke his nose and they had to go back to the hospital. Jack had tried peyote in New Mexico and LSD at the Roxy during a George Thorogood concert – a rockabilly nightmare, he’d said. He’d snorted speed and done cocaine. He hated coke. ‘I end up smiling all fucking night,’ Jack complained.
         
 
         It didn’t really bother me if he got high. His was like a body without skin, and he had to desensitize himself. I didn’t mind the way he predicted his own disappointment, calling everything pointless and existence senseless. I just figured it was a way to protect himself. The only truly threatening thing I ever noticed about Jack was his surplus of confidence – a tremendous ego is a dangerous thing in someone so gloomy. He could not be persuaded away from his blackest convictions, and anyone who disagreed with him was part of the whole fucking problem to begin with. Though I would never ever have told him so, Jack was very much the son of his father.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘We were sleeping in an open field,’ Jack said as we stepped forward with the movie line. ‘In Montana. After dawn we heard a weird whooshing sound.’
 
         ‘A UFO!’ I said. Jack and I had seen one at Albert’s Landing once. It looked like twin pods, like a salt circle pinched at the center.
 
         ‘No, almost. A hot air balloon,’ he said. ‘Hovering. Like a rubber rainbow. We jumped out of our sleeping bags and ran after it, all of us naked.’ Jack would’ve made a good Indian. He could make fire with a magnifying glass and sleep naked on mountains in the cold. He could tie knots you could not escape from.
         
 
         ‘Girls too?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Two for Amityville Horror,’ Jack told LizBeth Bennett, who was working in the box office. She tore two pink tickets off a spool. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘girls too.’
         
 
         It didn’t bother me that he had seen the girls naked and maybe had sex with them. I was only envious of all the places he’d visited. I’d been to only eight states – mostly with my father. Jack had been to twenty-six – always alone.
 
         He shoved a messy wad of change into his pocket. ‘I wrote a song about it.’
 
         ‘About the balloon?’ I asked.
 
         ‘About how you weren’t there to see it,’ he said.
 
         We sat in the third row and followed the wafting oil globs on the movie screen. Jack removed his black journal from his coat to show me the stuff he’d collected and recorded and all the songs he’d written for me during his trip. His drawings were compact and obsessively detailed, mathematical almost, like da Vinci’s. Most pages had variations of the same landscape – upside down and tilted. Like a vortex, like water down a bathtub drain.
 
         ‘That’s in the Tetons,’ he explained solemnly. His group had to cross a ridge with tremendous drops on each side, and there was this yellow plastic tag nailed to the point where some guy had fallen off. ‘It would have been so easy, Evie.’ Jack used my name for emphasis, and I listened with care. We were low in our seats, so low that people behind probably couldn’t see our heads, only our knees propped on the chairs in front of us. I held his bicep with two hands wrapped around his red windbreaker. ‘The free fall. I would have shattered and spread.’ His hands pushed out in two opposing directions, ‘Like, distributed.’
 
         ‘Re-distributed,’ I said. ‘Like back to raw matter.’
         
 
         ‘Re-distributed,’ he said. ‘Exactly, yeah.’
         
 
         I liked the idea of marking the place where a life ends as opposed to the place a corpse is buried. And also the idea of leaving remains uncollected. It’s bad enough being dead, but it’s worse to have people see you dead, to have living hands feel a dead you, jostle and dress you, push your stiffening arms into clean sleeves and cry over your blood-drained body. At a wake or funeral, people say a dead body is ‘at rest’, but actually, it is working. The corpse assists the living, it stops time. It helps to postpone the reality of loss. It’s hard to know which is worse, never seeing a loved one again or seeing them again packed with fixative and formaldehyde, with plastic and whey and alkalis and binders, and hearing people mutter, She looks so peaceful, when what they really mean is, She’s stuffed like a glycerol scarecrow. Probably that mountain climber’s spirit was drifting motionlessly like an eagle soaring in place. Flags flap that way, blowing grandly to nowhere.
         
 
         ‘I missed you,’ Jack said.
 
         I’d missed him too. I took a handful of popcorn, then brought my fist to his mouth, pushing some kernels gently in. He ate until he reached my hand, which he bit lightly. The projector jolted on, and his face flashed to blue snow.
 
         ‘That death marker thing is cool,’ I whispered to cheer him. Jack could be quick to turn, and suddenly he seemed down. ‘Instead of cemeteries.’
 
         ‘Ah, forget it. It’s a bogus idea. There’d be bodies everywhere.’
 
         ‘Not bodies. Markers. Bodies get cremated.’
         
 
         ‘True,’ he said with new interest. ‘Highways would be littered.’ We hated highways.
 
         ‘I want my marker to be suspended in midair, only not hitting the mountainside, just like if I died of shock during a fall from a peak. Or maybe projected upward like the Batman logo, if that’s even possible.’
 
         ‘Sure it is,’ Jack speculated, ‘if you got shot out of a cannon.’
 
         ‘But you’d have to be a clown to die like that.’
 
         ‘That would blow,’ Jack said. ‘Dying as a clown.’
 
         I asked him where he would like his marker to be.
 
         Jack said, ‘Right here.’ He touched the inside of my elbow.
 
         
            *

         
 
          
         One time after Jack and I met, I mentioned him to my friend Denny. Denny and I were lying on the steps outside the barn. The door behind us was open, and light from inside seeped out to form a pale pond around our reclining bodies. We were like seals on an iceberg.
 
         ‘Seals are fat,’ Denny said. ‘Besides, it’s July.’ He was breaking pieces off of sticks and throwing them at fireflies. ‘Let’s be shipwrecked. On an atoll.’
 
         When I had to pee, I went behind the barn. It would have taken too long to go to the front house, and I never knew when Denny might just take off. He was private with his personal life, and he often made plans he did not share.
 
         ‘Hey, Den,’ I called, ‘what do you think of Jack Fleming?’
 
         ‘Jack Fleming?’ Denny called back. ‘He’s cute, if you like the grungy look. Why?’
 
         ‘I saw him at the restaurant.’
 
         ‘Not working, I hope,’ Denny said. ‘He’s a little hostile for the service industry.’
         
 
         ‘He came in with his mom and dad,’ I said when I came back. I lay against Denny’s belly, and he began to play with my hair.
 
         ‘It’s so fine,’ he said of my hair. ‘Like the white stuff in corn. Those limp fibers inside.’
 
         ‘He gives me a funny feeling,’ I said, meaning Jack, ‘like I’m supposed to do something.’
 
         ‘Have you ever heard him sing?’ Denny asked. ‘I was at a party at Dan Lewis’s house and their band was playing. The band sucked, but when Jack sang alone, it was pretty incredible.’
 
         ‘What did he play?’
 
         ‘Normal stuff – covers of other people’s songs, I guess.’
 
         ‘I mean, what instrument.’
 
         Denny said, ‘Oh, he played the guitar.’
 
         
             

         
 
         A few weeks later, Jack and I had sex. We were sixteen and we drank rum. It started out when Jack came to find me in the barn. Instead of talking, he leaned against the wall and watched me draw. He had just gotten the cast removed from his leg, and it was the first time I’d seen him without crutches. An orange glow warmed his face; it was from an outdoor light coming through the glass. I wiped my hands on my legs and pushed the loose hair from my eyes with the back of my wrist. When I stood, Jack pulled my face to his, giving me a kiss.
         
 
         The Fourth of July fireworks erupted over Main Beach as we made our way from my house to his. When you walk at night in East Hampton, the sidewalk goes black before you, and the world pitches left. It’s the massive roots of the trees that split the concrete walkways.
 
         ‘You okay?’ he kept asking, and I kept saying, ‘Yes.’
 
         David’s Lane is stately and broad. I’d passed Jack’s house on my bicycle about a thousand times, but it looked brand-new now that I knew that Jack lived there. An open plaza of grass led to a beige colonial façade. Inside was beige as well, parchment-colored and bland, with furnishings that were measured and moderate.
 
         Things were the opposite at my house. My mother was constantly picking up some moldering armoire or fusty wall-mount ironing board at the dump and hauling it home. I would find her waiting for me on the front lawn, bewitched by some relic. ‘I practically had to wrestle Dump Keith out of his wheelchair for this one,’ she’d say.
 
         Somehow we were always alone on those nights; it was possible that she didn’t want distraction or interference. ‘You and I can move furniture better than any two men,’ Mom would call out proudly as we maneuvered hulking items through doors and up staircases. Every corner of the house became eligible for overhaul. Phones would be moved, drawer contents rotated, bedrooms swapped, bulb wattages finessed, chairs recovered. Surrounded by staple guns and fabric remnants and tools given to her by my father, we would pick at TV dinners of meat loaf and apple cobbler as we rewired old lamps, antiqued the woodwork, anchored mirrors into brick, and outfitted tables with perfectly pleated fabric skirts.
 
         To make space for a new piece, she would give others away. Nargis Lata, her professor friend from the college, took the ‘electric couch’, a bizarre wooden chaise with embedded metal plates for heating the extremities. Big John got the hassock embroidered with black leprechauns, Dad and Marilyn got the Balinese crèche, and for Christmas one year, Walter the mailman got the knee-high copper cannon. He came to collect it on a Sunday in his sagging blue station wagon. My mother said that out of his postal uniform, Walter looked ‘laid bare and brought to the light of day.’ His Rottweiler wouldn’t let us near his car.
         
 
         ‘There’s a fine bit of irony, Walter,’ Powell said. ‘Usually dogs prevent your approach.’
         
 
         I navigated the Fleming house, listening to the pressurized pops of fireworks exploding, counting booms – sixteen, seventeen, twenty. On the kitchen counter, beneath a fawn Princess wall phone was a prescription bottle with his mother’s name on it: Susan Fleming, 500 mg, BID. Refill 3. Three refills seemed like a lot. Three seemed like a condition. Next to a list for Rita the maid was a neat stack of stamped envelopes – paid bills to mail. A pair of men’s leather strap sandals were near the back door on a new straw mat, and hanging from a hook on the white wainscoted laundry room wall was a key chain with a shiny BMW tag. The dryer bounced confidently. I was pretty sure that the Flemings never had checks returned or put locks on the telephone dial to keep people from using it or walked around collecting all the lightbulbs in a straw basket and putting them in the car trunk whenever the Lilco bill got too high. The last time Mom did that, someone rear-ended the Scamp and all the bulbs broke.
         
 
         I wondered how it felt to be rich, or to have money, or at least to have some sense of sufficiency. At my house we lived in chronic fear of what the next day would bring. The only time that terror got suspended was on a birthday. That’s probably the point of birthdays, to give people a break from black unknowns, to indulge the person for a day. You hear it all the time – For Christ’s sake, it’s my birthday.
         
 
         And yet, despite his family’s means, it did not seem wrong to say that Jack’s had been a life of deprivation. Except for his record collection and his guitars, all the items in that house belonged to Mr and Mrs Fleming exclusively. When we were at my house or in town, it was easy to forget about his relations – he was just Jack. But the more familiar I became with his home, the more inextricably bound to those people I found him to be. His parents maintained control largely through tactics of guilt and fear, through threats of withholding, by calling what they’d accumulated ‘their own,’ as though whatever had been earned hadn’t been drawn from the bank of family time, against family interest.
         
 
         Jack patted the kitchen counter, gesturing for me to sit. He reached into a cabinet above the wall oven and got the rum. ‘One hundred eighty-one proof,’ he informed me. ‘My old man picked it up in Jamaica. On a golf trip. With his lady friend.’
         
 
         ‘He has a girlfriend?’ It seemed hard to believe. It would have made more sense for Jack’s mom to have someone else. She was actually attractive.
 
         ‘A lady friend,’ Jack corrected. He hopped up next to me, breathing in through clenched teeth because his leg was still sore. ‘He’s had several that I know of. He loads them up on gimlets and recounts his sob story of white male supremacy – prep school, Ivy League, two cars, Madison Avenue apartment, house in the Hamptons, condo in Bermuda, spoiled kids, spendthrift wife. Women feel sympathetic, thinking he’s devoted but misunderstood. Then he drags them back to his lair – our place in New York – and he pops them. The family is his script. He gets his money’s worth for supporting us.’
         
 
         Jack took a few belts from the bottle, drinking expertly, but when it was my turn to take a mouthful, I held my breath, knocking the liquid down like screwing a cap on a jar with the heel of my hand.
 
         I said, ‘That’s really gross.’
 
         ‘The rum?’
 
         ‘Your dad.’ Though the rum was gross too. ‘Does your mother know?’ I didn’t like to know something about her life that she didn’t know. If there was a code, that would surely be breaking it. Sometimes life is irreverent, and you accidentally discover you are a party to irreverence, and it’s hard to know what to do.
 
         Jack shrugged. ‘His most recent conquest is the receptionist from Ogilvy. She’s not the sexy type of receptionist assholes snag in movies,’ he related in his darkest drawl, ‘but the terrifying type they end up with in real life.’
 
         ‘You saw her?’ 
         
 
         ‘I walked in on them screwing in the maid’s room. I came into the city on a Tuesday to go to the frigging orthodontist. He must not have gotten the message, but what else is new? Elizabeth was in a coma once for two days after a bike accident before we found him – he’d called in sick to work, then took off for a “midweek getaway”, neglecting to mention it to my mother. Anyway, I got to the apartment and heard gagging from near the kitchen. I thought someone was choking. I figured the super had come up to fix a leak, maybe, then swallowed a chicken bone during his lunch break. Unfortunately, no one was dying.’
 
         I took the bottle from his hand and placed it behind me, out of reach. His hands came together in his lap. I hadn’t yet heard him talk that much. His delivery was controlled, his voice made richer by the lack of inflection.
 
         ‘Couple years ago, I found a stash of creepy love letters in the basement ceiling rafters. I run to my mother, thinking, She’s free. But she refused to read them, saying that I was mistaken, that I was out to demean my father, that I needed more therapy. Even if I could have gotten her to admit the affairs were true, she probably would have taken the blame for the failed relationship, for her frigidity – that’s his descriptor of choice. Frigidity? More like common sense. Who knows who he’s been with?
         
 
         ‘I admire his originality,’ Jack said sarcastically. ‘Instead of being grateful that my mother and sister give him the fucking time of day, that worthless piece of shit wakes up and says, “I have an empty apartment, an absent family, a high-paying job, and I live in a city full of desperate women – What damage can I inflict today?” It’s like a criminal with a loaded gun and a full tank of gas, or a plantation master with a whip and a horse. They’re all thinking the same thing: if I don’t use these conditions to my advantage, what a waste of weapons.’
         
 
         I put my hand on the back of his neck and swept aside his hair. He had beautiful white-blond hair to his shoulders. He never brushed it – it just twisted and tangled softly.
 
         He looked from his hands to my face. His ice-blue eyes worked in  earnest, as though taking in more of me than I could present. The fireworks were still popping, but the finale would soon be coming. ‘C’mon. Let’s go upstairs,’ he said.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As we mounted the first and second flights of stairs to his room, I felt somewhat like a trespasser, especially after Jack’s story. But the third set was thinner and steeper. It had a curious turn at the top and a feeble light at the end, giving it the feel of a tunnel leading from one world to another. With each step we detached ourselves further from everything and everyone we had ever known. The privacy we felt was unlike any other, coming as it did when we needed it most. Ours was a very lucky privacy.
 
         Jack was before me, we were near the bed, we were kissing, we were lying back, descending. The smell of his bed was the smell of him, only multiplied. It confused me to be initiated into his aloneness; it confused me to know such a place existed, such a repository of untried masculinity and pathetic virility, such a site of self-love and self-abuse. The quilt bubbled around my body and the weight of Jack was good, reminding me of the times I have been buried in sand. I pressed my hips into his because it seemed like the right thing to do, although the part that longed for pressure was farther down and deeper in. My muscles raised me, uncertainly at first, in a practicing way, each time squeezing more expertly, each time tightening an invisible tube inside.
 
         I thought we might have been waiting for something. I thought maybe it was me. My hand journeyed from his shoulder, drifting fitfully down, and he lifted himself so I could reach where he seemed to know I was going. He was leaning and supporting his body on his left knee, making room. His head hung to watch, his hair cascading around my face like a paper waterfall. With my finger I traced the teeth of his zipper upward from its base to its flap, and as I started to draw it down, the zipper pushed itself open from pressure. Everyone knows about the parts of a woman, but you never hear about the parts of a man, not in any specific regard. Even in great artwork, men’s genitals are under-realized, scribbled or shadowy, as if the artist wanted to be courageous, but only sort of. As if there were some incentive to keeping men mythic, as if the part and the man were the same, and preserving the mystique of one meant preserving the power of the other.
         
 
         But in my hand was a contradiction of skin and muscle, something solid but fragile, potent but meager, something both majestic and vile. Jack seemed helpless to the way it stood parallel to his belly. It occurred to me that grown-up men such as teachers and coaches know but keep secret the way erections make boys defenseless. Maybe women know, but maybe it’s late already when they find out. It seems like something girls should know too, and earlier, the way boys are capable of such delicate reversals.
 
         
             

         
 
         On our way out of the house that night, we passed the piano. Jack faltered, touching it. Though he used to perform for his parents, now he only played when they were out. He tried to deprive them of pleasure whenever possible, he said, but I knew it was because they made him feel hateful, and he couldn’t touch something he loved so much with hating hands. He sat on the ebony bench, and just when I thought he’d forgotten I was there, he reached to pull me to his side.
 
         ‘Eric Satie,’ he said of the music he played for me. ‘Trois Gymnopedies, Number 2.’ Then he tried something melodic and easy, something you’d hear on the radio. Over and over he practiced the same few bars with a single hand.
         
 
         ‘Whose is that?’ I asked. ‘It’s pretty.’
 
         ‘No one’s,’ he answered. ‘I just made it up.’
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         Our bodies lay entwined in a musty navy-blue sleeping bag. The flannel interior had a rodeo pattern with tiny cowboys on bucking chocolate horses, swinging golden ropes against a wan blue sky. I wondered if such places exist. If they did, someday I might like to go there. My head rested in the space between Jack’s arm and chest. Above us, night was an absorbent black, like felt.
         
 
         ‘You haven’t told me anything,’ he said. ‘It’s been three weeks.’
 
         Though I didn’t feel like discussing Maman’s death, he seemed to want me to discuss it, or need me to discuss it, and so I agreed, since part of harmonious living is conceding to the wants and needs of others, even if you don’t feel like it.
         
 
         ‘First you left, then I went to my dad’s, then right away Kate called, saying, “Come home.” I guess it was still June. After that the days merged into one hazy, humid streak.’
 
         Kate and I witnessed the moody stillness of summer as if from the backseat of a speeding car, catching only glimpses of sundresses in pink and lime, and shapeless straw bags. Crickets in the morning, the solitary hum of a mower pulsing through grass, the menacing banter of gulls, the whoosh and patter of flapping things at the beach. Kites and towels. It was like a memory of all the summers I’ve ever had, chopped up and stuck together.
 
         Jack said, ‘A montage.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Exactly.’
 
         
             

         
 
         On the train from Manhattan back to East Hampton, I placed my head against the mottled graffiti-etched glass. A grime smell from the vent that ran along the lower edge of the window filled my nose. I replayed Kate’s phone call in my head until it was like a meditation.
 
         
            Is it you?
            
 
            Yes, it’s me.
            
 
            I took my mother to the hospital.
            
 
            Oh. Is your brother there?
            
 
            Not until the weekend.
            
 
            Do you want me to come?
            
 
            Yes. There’s a train at nine.
            

         
 
          
         It was hot when we arrived in East Hampton. The crossing bells rang slowly as the train ambled into the station and landed on its chin like an exhausted bovine. The scene was like a portrait of itself, a preternaturally still landscape of poetic components – a station house, a deli, a dry cleaner, a pickup truck, a mailbox resting squarely on sloped grass, trees in tight rows. I stepped out and moved along the platform, feeling dizzy and vaguely lost, though my house was-just a few hundred yards away.
 
         ‘I don’t know why, but I called home,’ I told Jack.
 
         When I saw my reflection in the pay phone, I could see stains beneath my eyes from crying on the train. I kept making mistakes dialing. My fingers kept slipping from the holes.
 
         Eventually I got through. There were funny rings like gargles, then my mother answered.
 
         I said, ‘Hi, it’s me.’
 
         ‘Hi, you!’ she said. ‘Where are you?’
         
 
         ‘At the train station.’
 
         ‘Well,’ she prodded gently, ‘come home.’
 
         ‘Have you heard from Kate?’
 
         ‘I have. Kate took Claire in to the hospital this morning.’
 
         I wondered what was the difference between taking someone to the hospital and taking someone into the hospital and taking someone in to the hospital. If there was a difference, she seemed to be referring to it.
         
 
         On the walk home I was confused by the prismatic brightness of the sun. I felt a scalding heaviness, an urging into ground. I stared at my feet, clinging as best I could to each moment. With every step forward, I took two more down, walking heavily in the heat like entering at a diagonal into dirt, weary like a miner, filthy already before the day.
 
         ‘The scariest part was the drip,’ I explained to Jack, ‘the knowledge that her body was dehydrated and unable to retain fluid.’
 
         Nurses would inject needles into the bag instead of into her arm. The bag was buxom, but Maman’s arm was like a broken-off branch. I would watch the liquid bubbles come down the intravenous tube and into her, grateful for the entry of every drop into her starved body.
         
 
         Once we were watching her sleep, and I asked Kate if she remembered the old Little Audrey cartoon about drought, when Audrey’s garden dries up in the heat and only one drop escapes from the hose spigot.
         
 
         ‘Kate kept saying she didn’t remember,’ I told Jack. ‘And I kept saying, “Yes, you do. Remember the way the flowers had drooping heads and limp leaves and crying faces? And the rivers burned out and the fish sat in the sand, fanning themselves?” She just kept saying “No, I don’t remember, no.” But I know we saw it together. I guess, I guess she just—’
         
 
         Jack kissed my head, pulling me closer in.
 
         
             

         
 
         Mornings are best for hospital visits. Uniforms are neat, halls are clean, moods are generally blithe. Pain loses some of its drama in day. In the morning tanned doctors with abstruse test results and breezy manners make you think of all the golf you’re missing even if you’d never consider playing. In the morning the newspaper cart comes around and the sunshine plays against the walls, like bouncing balls. There is a collective feeling of hope.
 
         ‘In the evening,’ I told Jack, ‘there’s only waiting for day.’
 
         And the drone of televisions and uncollected dinner trays and fluorescent light. There is the feeling that something has run down in the world like a tank out of gas and that the great machine is winding into crisis. Beneath you, in the emergency room, great tragedies transpire, night tragedies. And when your visit has ended and it’s time to go home, you go fully conscious of leaving your loved one alone with their illness, like leaving a child to sleep with a monster in the closet.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Kate lost a mother,’ I said, ‘but I lost nothing.’
 
         ‘Kate doesn’t feel that way,’ Jack assured me.
 
         ‘But what about everybody besides Kate? How can I ever explain to anyone what Maman was to me when our relationship had no name? People need names. I wasn’t a relative or a friend,’ I said. ‘I was just an object of her kindness.’
         
 
         He wiped my cheeks, saying ‘Ssshh.’ I buried my face in his shoulder.
         
 
         ‘Kindness is everything,’ I went on. ‘When you receive it and express it, it becomes the whole meaning of things. It’s life, demystified. A place out of self. Not a waltz, but the whirls within a waltz.’
 
         ‘You’re the one now,’ Jack said definitively. ‘That’s why you met her. She had something she needed to pass on.’
 
         
             

         
 
         One day I tiptoed past the woman in the first bed and set my things on the chair. It was one of those toffee-colored vinyl hospital-style easy chairs that make you think of germs and bad luck. Usually I leaned against the window ledge or sat on the bed.
 
         ‘Your mother’s not here, dear,’ the woman called over. ‘They took her to radiology.’
 
         I’d noticed the new name on the doorway – Krieger. There was always a new name – someone coming in, someone transferring out, someone getting well and going home. Maman’s turn never came. Things kept happening. The last thing was pneumonia.
 
         ‘She’s not my mother, Mrs Krieger. But thank you anyway.’
 
         ‘Not your mother? An aunt?’
 
         ‘My friend’s mother.’
 
         She examined me, one eye half-closed. ‘Your parents dead?’
 
         ‘No,’ I said, thinking, Not exactly. I peeled the newspaper off the wildflowers I’d brought from my garden. ‘I’d better get these in water.’
         
 
         She waved her hand, excusing me. ‘Just pull the drape open, will you?’ I complied, and Mrs Krieger rolled to face the hall. ‘These doctors. They expect you to recover in the dark.’
 
         At the nurse’s station, a brown arm reached automatically over the counter with scissors. It was Mrs Eden – Sara’s mom – and the scissors were the special kind with the angled blades and rounded tip used for cutting adhesives, sutures, and flaps of skin. The nurses did not lend them out because they were supposed to be sanitary, but they made an exception for me. ‘You’re starting to read my mind, Mrs Eden.’
         
 
         She continued to tend to business. ‘Maybe not your mind, but certainly your footsteps.’
 
         Nurses have a lot of business to attend to. That’s why they do not always get to you right away unless you are irrefutably dying. Marilyn is a surgical nurse at New York Hospital. She calls paperwork lawsuit avoidance detail.
         
 
         I returned and dumped the old flowers in the bathroom. The water in the vase was gray like sodden cardboard, with a putrid smell. I hadn’t changed it for two days. A lot can happen in two days, in the organic sense.
 
         ‘My daughter’s bringing bagels Saturday,’ Mrs Krieger said loudly.
 
         I poked my head around the door. ‘Are you allowed to do that?’
 
         ‘Well, you know what it’s like when you’re dying for a bagel.’
 
         ‘Actually,’ I said, ‘I’ve never had one.’
 
         ‘Never had a bagel? That’s ridiculous. How do you read the Sunday papers?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. I guess I usually just eat toast.’
 
         ‘When my brother worked in Geneva,’ Mrs Krieger said, ‘my late husband and I would pack fresh bagels on dry ice and ship them from the Upper West Side to my niece in Paris, who would take them by train when she visited him.’
 
         I placed the vase on the food tray between the beds and stood by her.
 
         ‘We called it the Bagel Connection,’ she said sadly. She studied the edge of the sheet, threading it through both sets of fingers. When she spoke again, she spoke quietly, as though the disease might hear. ‘It’s in my lymph nodes, you know,’ she confided.
 
         In her voice was the gravest echo. In her voice I could hear the place her soul could see. I felt sorry to have to leave her there, detached like a balloon adrift, unbefriended and surely sort of homesick. 
         
 
         ‘Do you know what lymph nodes are?’ she asked. She looked beautiful to me, wide-eyed and shiny, like a ladybug.
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said, looking to the ground. ‘Like glands.’
 
         ‘Oh, so you know about lymph nodes but not bagels. What a world I’m leaving.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I called Kate one day near the end. I didn’t know it was near the end, it just worked out that way. I said I couldn’t make it to the hospital.
 
         ‘Okay,’ she said, not even asking why.
 
         If she’d asked, I might have said that I needed time to think or something. But she didn’t ask. It was as if she’d been expecting me to defect, like she thought I thought I needed a break. Like she had discussed it already with her brother, Laurent, or my mother. For some reason, I ended up telling a lie.
         
 
         A lie you volunteer is no different from one you’re forced to tell. Forthrightness does not erase the fact that you intend to deceive, especially when the illusion of candor often works to your advantage. The truth was I didn’t want Kate to think I was abandoning her, when in fact I was abandoning her, and I had no idea why. It’s madness, of course, to lie to preserve the perception of your good character.
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