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            ‘Real Life is a tender, deeply-felt, perfectly-paced novel about solitude and society, sexuality and race. It explores what the past means and, with brilliance and sympathy, dramatises the intricacies of love and grief.’ – Colm Tóibín, author of Brooklyn

            
                

            

            ‘Extraordinary, brilliant, claustrophobic, tightly wound, heartbreaking. I do not have enough words to describe how I loved this book.’ – Daisy Johnson, author of Everything Under

            
                

            

            ‘With extraordinary intimacy, generosity, exactitude and candour, Brandon Taylor’s Real Life depicts a highly discomforting weekend in the life of a biomedical grad student … A nuanced, devastating and singular novel.’ – Caoilinn Hughes, author of Orchid and the Wasp

            
                

            

            ‘I devoured Real Life in a couple of sittings. The prose shines and sings, Taylor affording complexity and nuance to his characters in this very assured debut.’ – Caleb Azumah Nelson, author of Open Water

            
                

            

            ‘Real Life is one of the finest fiction debuts I’ve read in the last decade – elegant and brutal, handled by an author whose attention to the heart is unlike any other’s. A magnificent novel.’ – Esmé Weijun Wang, author of The Collected Schizophrenias

            
                

            

            ii‘A few summer days, a group of friends, a difficult intimacy – with the simplest materials, Real Life reveals the knives we pocket in good intentions, our constant, communal sabotage of love. Brandon Taylor’s genius lies in the elaboration of ever more revelatory gradations of feeling; in his extraordinary debut he invents new tools for navigating the human dark in which we know one another. He is a brilliant writer, and this is a beautiful book.’ – Garth Greenwell, author of Cleanness

            
                

            

            ‘There is writing so exceptional, so intricately crafted that it demands reverence. The intimate prose of Brandon Taylor’s exquisite debut novel, Real Life, offers exactly that kind of writing. He writes so powerfully about so many things – the perils of graduate education, blackness in a predominantly white setting, loneliness, desire, trauma, need. Wallace, the man at the centre of this novel, is written with nuance and tenderness and complexity … Truly, this is stunning work from a writer who wields his craft in absolutely unforgettable ways.’ – Roxane Gay, author of Bad Feminist

            
                

            

            ‘This book blew my head and heart off. For a debut novelist to disentangle and rebraid intimacy, terror, and joy this finely seems like a myth. But that, and so much more, is what Brandon Taylor has done in Real Life. The future of the novel is here and Brandon Taylor is that future’s name.’ – Kiese Laymon, author of Heavy

            
                

            

            ‘Real Life is a gorgeous work of art, and the introduction of a singular new voice.’ – Danielle Evans, author of Before You Suffocate Your Own Fool Self iii

            
                

            

            ‘Real Life is a debut of wondrous grace and power. Brandon Taylor arrives as a force. Able to see the moments between moments, and the magic that lies there, with an eye so precise reading him feels, in some ways, like seeing for the first time. A stunning arrival.’ – Nana Kwame Adjei-Brenyah, author of Friday Black

            
                

            

            ‘Real Life asks questions many of us shy from: Who is entitled to pain? How useful is an apology? Can sharing our feelings free us from them? … Amid the flurry of new novels drifting down like so many balloons, Real Life is the one weighted with confetti.’ – The Paris Review

            
                

            

            ‘A blistering coming of age story … [Taylor] is so deft at portraying the burdens that befall young queer people of colour and the forces that often hamper true connection.’ – O, The Oprah Magazine

            
                

            

            ‘Taylor translates Wallace’s thoughts and conversations with a rare fluidity and writes breathlessly physical scenes, all of which adds to the charged experience of reading his steadily exciting and affecting debut; it’s an experience in itself.’ – Booklist (starred review)

            
                

            

            ‘Brandon Taylor emerges as a powerhouse … In tender, intimate and distinctive writing, Taylor explores race, sexuality and desire with a cast of unforgettable characters.’ – Newsweek

            
                

            

            ‘Luminous, from the very first sentence to the last … a stunning novel that won’t be easily forgotten.’ – Electric Literature

            
                

            

            ‘A novel of rare emotional power that excavates the social intricacies of a late-summer weekend – and a lifetime of buried pain.’ – The Rumpus iv
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            I am allotted months of emptiness, and nights of misery are apportioned to me.

             

            Job 7:3viii
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         IT WAS A COOL EVENING in late summer when Wallace, his father dead for several weeks, decided that he would meet his friends at the pier after all. The lake was dimpled with white waves. People coveted these last blustery days of summer before the weather turned cold and mercurial. The air was heavy with their good times as the white people scattered across the tiered patios, pried their mouths apart, and beamed their laughter into each other’s faces. Overhead, gulls drifted easy as anything.

         Wallace stood on an upper platform looking down into the scrum, trying to find his particular group of white people, thinking also that it was still possible to turn back, that he could go home and get on with his evening. It had been a couple of years since he had gone to the lake with his friends, a period of time that embarrassed him because it seemed to demand an 6excuse and he did not have one. It might have had something to do with the crowds, the insistence of other people’s bodies, the way the birds circled overhead, then dive-bombed the tables to grab food or root around at their feet, as though even they were socialising. Threats from every corner. There was also the matter of the noise, the desperate braying of everyone talking over everyone else, the bad music, the children and dogs, the radios from the frats down the lakeshore, the car stereos in the streets, the shouting mass of hundreds of lives disagreeing.

         The noise demanded vague and strange things from Wallace.

         There, among the burgundy wooden tables nearest the lake, he saw the four of them. Or, no, more specifically, he saw Miller, who was extraordinarily tall, the easiest to spot. Then Yngve and Cole, who were merely tall, and then Vincent, who just scraped under the bar of average height. Miller, Yngve, and Cole looked like a trio of pale, upright deer, like they belonged to their own particular species, and you could be forgiven, if you were in a hurry, for thinking them related. Like Wallace and their other friends, they had all come to this Midwestern city to pursue graduate studies in biochemistry. Their class had been the first small one in quite some time, and the first in more than three decades to include a black person. In his less generous moments, Wallace thought these two things related, that a narrowing, a reduction in the number of applicants, had made his admission possible.

         Wallace was on the verge of turning back – he was uncertain if the company of other people, which just a short time ago had seemed somehow necessary, was something he could bear – when Cole looked up and spotted him. Cole started to 7flail his arms about, as if he were trying to elongate himself to ensure that Wallace could see him, though it must have been obvious that Wallace was looking directly at them. There was no turning back after all. He waved to them.

         It was Friday.

         Wallace went down the half-rotten stairs and came closer to the dense algal stink of the lake. He followed the curving wall, passed the hulls of the boats, passed where the dark stones jutted out of the water, passed the long pier that stretched out into the water, with people there, too, laughing, and as he walked, he glanced out over the vast green water of the lake itself, boats skimming its surface, their sails white and sure against the wind and the low, wide sky.

         It was perfect.

         It was beautiful.

         It was just another evening in late summer.

         
             

         

         AN HOUR BEFORE, Wallace had been in lab. All summer he had been breeding nematodes, which he found both boring and difficult. Nematodes are free-living, soil-dwelling microscopic worms, only about a millimetre when fully grown. His particular project was the generation of four strains of nematodes, which then had to be crossed together very carefully. It involved, first, the induction of a genetic lesion that was to be repaired in such a way as to yield a desired modification – the termination or amplification of genetic expression, the flagging of a protein, the excision or addition of a segment of genetic material – that was to be shuttled from one generation 8to the next, handed down like a gap or freckles or left-hand-edness. Then there was the simple yet careful math required to combine that modification with other modifications in other strains, changes that sometimes required a marker or a balancer: a tweak to the nervous system that gave the creature a rolling rather than sinuous behaviour, or a mutation in the cuticle that rendered the nematodes thick like miniature Tootsie Rolls. There was also the dicey prospect of generating males, which always seemed to result in animals that were too fragile or uninterested in mating at all. And then, as always, the dissolution of the worms and the extraction of their genetic material, which had a way of revealing, after weeks of careful breeding and tracking of multiple generations, that the modification had been lost. Then it was a mad scramble, days or weeks spent backtracking through old plates trying to locate the modification among thousands of teeming progeny, the wild and fevered relief of locating – at the last possible moment – the golden nematode in the mass of wriggling animals, and then the resumption of the slow, steady breeding process, herding desired chromosomes and wicking away the undesired ones until the sought-after strain emerged at last.

         All through the beautiful days of summer, Wallace had been working and failing to breed this one strain. An hour before, he had been in lab, removing from the incubator his boxes of agar plates. He had been waiting three days for this generation to roll into the next, just as he had been waiting months for this result. He would gather the babies, the fine, almost invisible hatchlings, and separate them, until at last he had his triple mutant. When he checked the status of his nematodes, 9however, the tranquil blue-green surface of the agar, uncannily like human skin in its soft firmness, was not so tranquil.

         It looked disturbed, he thought.

         No, not disturbed. He knew the word for it.

         Contaminated.

         Mould and dust, like one of those horrible re-creations of a volcanic event – whole civilisations frozen in ash and soot and coarse white stone. A soft pelt of green spores covered the agar and concealed at first an oozing bacterial film. The gelatine looked as if it had been scoured by the end of some rough brush. Wallace checked all of his plates in all of his plastic tubs and found shades of horror on all of them. The bacterial contamination was so bad that it leaked through the lids and onto his hands like pus from a wound. It was not the first time his plates had become contaminated or mouldy. This had been common in his first year, before his technique and cleanliness improved. Before he knew to be vigilant, cautious. He was different now. He knew enough to keep his strains safe.

         No, this level of carnage seemed beyond the scope of mere carelessness. It seemed entirely unaccidental. Like the vengeance of a petty god. Wallace stood there in lab, shaking his head and laughing quietly to himself.

         Laughing because it was funny to him in a way that was difficult to clarify. Like a joke leaping unexpectedly from an entirely random arrangement of circumstances. In the past few months, for the first time in his four years of graduate school, he had begun to feel that he might be at the edge of something. He had gotten to the perimeter of an idea, could feel the bounds of its questions, the depth and width of its 10concerns. He had been waking with the steadily resolving form of an idea in his mind, and this idea had been pulling him through all the unremarkable hours, through the grit and the dull ache when he woke at nine to return to work after going to sleep at five. The thing that had been spinning in the brilliant light of the tall lab windows, like a speck or a mote of dust, had been hope, had been the prospect of a moment of brief clarity.

         What did he have to show for all that? A heap of dying nematodes. He had checked them only three days before, and they had been beautiful, perfect. Into the cool darkness of the incubator he had placed them to sit undisturbed for three days. Perhaps if he had checked them the day before. But no, even that would have been too late.

         He had been hopeful this summer. He had thought, finally, that he was doing something.

         Then, in his inbox, the same as every Friday: Let’s go to the pier, we’ll snag a table.

         It seemed to him as good a decision as he was capable of making at that moment. There was nothing left for him to do in lab. Nothing to be done for the contaminated plates or the dying nematodes. Nothing to be done for any of it except to start again, and he did not have it in him to take the fresh plates from their place on the shelf, to lay them out as if dealing a new hand of cards. He didn’t have it in him to turn on his microscope and to begin the delicate work necessary to save the strain if it wasn’t already too far gone, and he wasn’t ready to know if it was already too late.

         He did not have it in him.

         To the lake he had gone. 11

         
             

         

         THE FIVE OF THEM sat in a curious, tense silence. Wallace felt like he had interrupted something by showing up unexpectedly, as if his presence somehow shifted the usual course of things. He and Miller sat across from each other, nearest the retaining wall. Over Miller’s shoulder, a veil of delicate roots latched to the concrete, dark insects teeming in its recesses. The table shed burgundy paint like loose hair from a mangy dog. Yngve pulled grey splinters from bald patches left by the paint and flicked them at Miller, who either didn’t notice or didn’t care. There was always something vaguely annoyed in Miller’s expression: a subtle snarl, a blank stare, narrowed eyes. Wallace found this both off-putting and a little endearing. But tonight, resting his chin on his hand, Miller just looked bored and tired. He and Yngve had been sailing, and they still wore their tan life-vests open over their shirts. The tassels of Miller’s vest dangled like they felt bad about something. His hair was a tangle of damp curls. Yngve was thicker and more athletic than Miller, with a triangular head and slightly pointed teeth. He walked with a permanent forward-canting posture. Wallace watched the muscles in his forearms tighten as he dug out more shards of weathered wood, rolled them into little bundles, and flicked them from the end of his thumb. One by one they landed on Miller’s vest or in his hair, but he never flinched. Yngve and Wallace caught each other’s eye, and Yngve winked at him as if his mischief were a private joke.

         On Wallace’s side of the table, Cole and Vincent had brought each other as close as possible, like they were on a sinking ship and were praying to be saved. Cole stroked Vincent’s knuckles. Vincent had pushed his sunglasses back 12across his forehead, which made his face seem small, like that of a needful pet. Wallace had not seen Vincent in some weeks, maybe not since the barbecue that Cole and Vincent had thrown for the Fourth of July. That had been over a month ago now, he realised with a thrum of anxiety. Vincent worked in finance, overseeing chunks of mysterious wealth the way climate scientists tracked the progression of glaciers. In the Midwest, wealth meant cows, corn, or biotech; after generations spent providing America with wheat and milk and poultry, the Midwestern soil had given rise to an industry that built scanners and devices, a harvest of organs, serums, and patches sprung from genetic mash. It was a different kind of agriculture, just as what Wallace did was a different kind of husbandry, but in the end they were doing what people had always done, and the only things that seemed different were meaningless details.

         ‘I’m hungry,’ Miller said, sliding his arms open on the table. The suddenness of the gesture, his hands sweeping close to Wallace’s elbows, made Wallace flinch.

         ‘You were right there when I ordered those pitchers, Miller,’ Yngve said. ‘You could have said something then. You said you weren’t hungry.’

         ‘I wasn’t hungry. Not for ice cream, anyway. I wanted real food. Especially if we’re drinking. And we’ve been in the sun all day.’

         ‘Real food,’ Yngve said, shaking his head. ‘Listen to that. What do you want, asparagus? Some sprouts? Real food. What even is that?’

         ‘You know what I mean.’ 13

         Vincent and Cole coughed under their breath. The table tilted with the shifting weight of their bodies. Would it hold them? Would it last? Wallace pressed against the slats of the tabletop, watching as they slid on slim, dark nails.

         ‘Do I?’ Yngve crooned. Miller groaned and rolled his eyes. The flurry of easygoing taunts made Wallace feel a little sad, the kind of private sadness you could conceal from yourself until one day you surfaced and found it waiting.

         ‘I just want some food, that’s all. You don’t have to be so obnoxious,’ Miller said with a laugh, but there was hardness in his voice. Real food. Wallace had real food at home. He lived close by. It occurred to him that he could offer to take Miller home and feed him, like a stray animal. Hey, I’ve got some pork chop left over from last night. He could caramelise onions, reheat the chop, slice bread from the corner bakery, the hard, crusty kind, soak it in grease or batter to fry. Wallace saw it all in his mind’s eye: the meal made up of leftovers, converted into something hearty and fast and hot. It was one of those moments in which anything seemed possible. But then the moment passed, a shift in the shadow falling over the table.

         ‘I can go to the stand. If you want. I can buy something,’ Wallace said.

         ‘No. It’s fine. I don’t need anything.’

         ‘Are you sure?’ Wallace asked.

         Miller raised his eyebrows, scepticism that felt like a slap.

         The two of them had never been the sort of friends who traded kind favours, but they saw each other constantly. At the ice machine; in the kitchen where they took down abandoned plates and bowls from the shelves to eat their sad, brief 14lunches; in the cold room where the sensitive reagents were kept; in the hideous purple bathrooms – they were thrown together like surly, unhappy cousins, and they needled each other in the amiable manner of enemies too lazy to make a true go at violence and harm. Last December, at the departmental party, Wallace had made some offhand comment about Miller’s outfit, called it something like the folk costume of the Greater Midwestern Trailer Park. People had laughed, including Miller, but for the next several months Miller brought it up whenever they were together: Oh, Wallace is here, I guess the fashionista will have some comment, then a flash of his eyes, a chilly, crooked smile.

         In April, Miller paid him back. Wallace came into the department seminar late and had to stand near the back of the room. Miller was there too. They were teaching assistants for the class before the seminar, and it had run over, but Miller had left early while Wallace stayed behind to answer questions for the undergraduates. They stood against the wood panels, watching the slides crawl along. The visiting scholar was famous in the field of proteomics. Standing room only. It pleased a petty part of Wallace to see that Miller hadn’t gotten a seat either. But then Miller had bent down close to Wallace’s ear, his breath damp and warm, and he’d said, Didn’t they move your people up front? Wallace had felt a cool, reluctant thrill at Miller’s proximity, but in that moment it turned into something else. The right side of Wallace’s body went numb and hot. When Miller looked down at him, he must have seen it on Wallace’s face – that they were not this kind of friend either, that the list of things they could joke about did not include his 15race. After the lecture, among the jostling line for free coffee and stale cookies, Miller had tried to apologise, but Wallace had refused to hear it. For weeks thereafter, he had steered clear of Miller. And they fell into that chilly silence that comes between two people who ought to be close but who are not because of some early, critical miscalculation. Wallace had come to regret the impasse, because it precluded their discussing the things they shared: They’d both been the first people in their families to go to college; they had both been cowed upon arrival by the size of this particular Midwestern city; they were both unusual among their friends in that they were unaccustomed to the easiness of life. But here they were.

         Miller’s surprised silence, the dark caution on his face, told Wallace everything he needed to know about his offer.

         ‘Well, all right then,’ Wallace said quietly. Miller put his head down on the table and groaned with exaggerated plaintiveness.

         Cole, who was kinder than the rest of them and could therefore get away with such gestures, reached over and ruffled Miller’s hair. ‘Come on, let’s go,’ he said, and Miller grunted, then swung his long legs out from under the table and stood up. Cole kissed Vincent’s cheek and shoulder, and another cold shard of envy darted through Wallace.

         The table behind Yngve was filled by a league soccer team in cheap nylon shorts and white T-shirts on which they had drawn their numbers, loudly discussing what to Wallace sounded like women’s tennis. They were all fit and tan and covered in dirt and grass. One of them wore a rainbow headband, and he pointed aggressively at another man, shouting 16at him in Spanish or maybe Portuguese. Wallace tried to make out what they were talking about, but his seven years of French gave him no purchase on the flurry of diphthongs and fragmented consonants.

         Yngve was on his phone, his face caught up in its glow, more pronounced now that night was coming on. Darkness seeped into the sky like a slowly spreading stain. The lake had turned metallic and ominous. It was the part of a summer evening just past the blue hour, when everything began to cool and settle down. There was something salty in the wind, a charged potential.

         ‘We haven’t seen much of you this summer,’ said Vincent. ‘Where have you been hiding?’

         ‘At home, I guess. Though I didn’t know I was hiding.’

         ‘We had Roman and Klaus over the other night – did Cole tell you?’

         ‘This is the first time I’m really seeing the boys all week, I think. It’s been a little hellish.’

         ‘Well, it wasn’t anything special. Just dinner. You didn’t miss much.’

         If it wasn’t anything special, Wallace thought, then why bring it up? He’d gone to their barbecue, hadn’t he? But even there, he remembered, Vincent had said how good it was to see Wallace, how they never saw him any more these days, he never came out with them or asked about them. It’s like you don’t exist, Vincent had said with a laugh, and Wallace had watched the thick vein down the centre of his forehead engorge, wishing with a calm cruelty that it would rupture. Wallace saw Cole, Yngve, Miller, and Emma at the biosciences 17building almost every day. They nodded to each other, waved, acknowledged each other in a dozen small ways. He did not go out with them, it was true, not to their favourite bars or that time they’d all crammed into two cars and gone apple picking or that time they went hiking at Devil’s Lake. He didn’t go with them because he never quite felt like they wanted him there. He always got stuck on the edges, talking to whoever pitied him enough to throw him a bone of small talk. Yet here was Vincent, making like Wallace was the only reason he didn’t spend time with them, as if they were not also to blame.

         Wallace smiled as best he could. ‘Sounds like you had a great time.’

         ‘And Emma and Thom came over last week. We had a little lunch by the pool and went to the dog park. Scout is getting huge.’ Vincent’s forehead vein bulged again, and Wallace imagined placing his thumb over it, pressing hard. Wallace made an assenting sound in the back of his throat like Well, look at that.

         ‘Where are Emma and Thom? I thought they were coming,’ Yngve said.

         ‘Getting Scout shampooed.’

         ‘How long does it take to shampoo a dog?’ Yngve asked in exaggerated outrage.

         ‘Depends,’ Vincent said, laughing, looking at Wallace, who was not above much but certainly considered himself above making jokes about dog shit and so simply cleared his throat. Vincent drummed his fingers on the table. ‘Okay, but seriously, what have you been doing, Wallace? You think you’re too important to hang out with your friends?’ 18

         It was a stupid thing to say. Even Yngve’s eyes widened at it. Wallace hummed as if in deep thought, waiting for the flare of irritation and humiliation to subside. Vincent’s expression was patient and expectant. Wallace saw a flurry of action at the next table: The soccer boys had started shoving each other, the white of the shirts glowing, so many bright rectangles falling across each other like in a postwar painting.

         ‘Working, for one thing,’ he said. ‘That’s the only thing, really.’

         ‘We love a martyr,’ Vincent said. ‘I suppose that’s what we’ll be talking about tonight. Our Lady of Perpetual Lab.’

         ‘We don’t talk about lab all the time,’ Yngve said, but Wallace could only laugh, even if it was at his own expense. It was true: Lab was the only thing they talked about. No matter the subject, the conversation always found its way back: I was running a column the other day, and you will not believe this, yes, I eluted before I finished my last wash. Someone didn’t fill the tip boxes, so guess who spent four hours at the autoclave? Is it so hard to expect them to put my pipette back where they found it? They just come and take and never return. Wallace could understand Vincent’s frustration. Vincent had moved to town during their second year to be with Cole, and during the week they all were waiting for their final exam grades, he had thrown a holiday housewarming party. Instead of drinking cheap beer and admiring the sleek chrome and leather sectional, they had huddled in a corner whispering about the 610 final, with its unexpected helix question at the end, and the 508 exam, which had included a question about free energy changes in various osmotic conditions that had taken Wallace five pieces of paper and calculus 19he hadn’t even thought of since undergrad to solve. Vincent had spent the evening decorating the tree himself while they moaned and fretted, and Wallace had felt sorry for him. But it was automatic, this reflex to turn to lab, because as long as they were talking about science they didn’t have to attend to other worries. It was as if graduate school had wiped away the people they’d been before they arrived.

         For Wallace, at least, this had been the whole point. And yet he had begun to feel, this summer in particular, something he had never felt before: that he wanted something more. He was unhappy, and for the first time in his life, that unhappiness did not seem entirely necessary. Sometimes he yearned to trust this impulse, to leap out of his life and into the vast, incalculable void of the world.

         ‘I work, too, but you don’t see me talking about it all the time. Because I know it would bore you,’ Vincent said.

         ‘Because that’s a job. That isn’t—What we do is different,’ Yngve said.

         ‘You talk about it all the time because you don’t have anything else to be proud of,’ Vincent returned. Wallace whistled. The voices from the other table rose in pitch and volume. Every so often, they gave a shout of either celebration or anger. They were all gathered around a phone now, Wallace could see, watching some kind of game. Now and then the bodies parted, and he saw the brightness of the screen for just an instant before it was lost to the cluster again.

         ‘There’s more to life than programmes and jobs,’ Vincent was saying. Some noise from the lake, more playful shouts. Wallace looked out over the water, where the dark shapes of 20the rocks folded into the depths of the shadows over the water. There was music coming from some of the boats nearing the shore, but it all came together in a crackle like static at the start of a radio signal.

         ‘I’m not sure that’s true, Vincent,’ Wallace said. Yngve grunted in agreement. Wallace did not think, however, that he and Yngve were entirely in sync on this point. How could they be? Yngve’s father was a surgeon; his mother taught history at a liberal arts college. Yngve had lived his entire life in this world of programmes and jobs. For Wallace, to say that there could be nothing more than this meant only that if he should lose it, he might not survive his life. Wallace wondered if he had been too sharp with Vincent, and he turned to him to apologise, but just that moment, Cole and Miller were returning. The pale interior of Miller’s thighs flashed. The skin seemed smooth and chaste compared to the rest of his body. His shorts were too short. The cords of his life vest jangled. Cole had a flat-footed, sweeping step and a smudged, puppylike enthusiasm. He and Miller carried white cartons of popcorn and something in a large plastic container: nachos drenched in oozy, rubbery cheese generously spotted with jalapeños. Miller let out an oof as he sat down. They had also purchased tacos, which Yngve snapped up, writhing in pleasure.

         ‘Oh yes,’ Yngve said. ‘Yes, yes, yes. This is it, boys.’

         ‘I thought you weren’t hungry,’ Miller said.

         ‘I never said that.’

         Cole handed Vincent a small dish of vanilla ice cream. They shared another kiss. Wallace looked away because it felt too private to watch them. 21

         ‘Do you want some?’ Cole asked him, offering nachos, offering popcorn, offering food to Wallace the same way Wallace had wanted to offer food to Miller.

         Wallace shook his head slowly, turned from the warmth he felt. ‘No, thanks.’

         ‘Suit yourself,’ Miller said, but Wallace could feel the weight of his gaze, its heat. He knew when he was being looked at, being watched, as if by some predatory animal.

         ‘Are we still on for tomorrow?’ Cole asked, unfolding a white napkin on the table.

         ‘Yes,’ Wallace said.

         The grease from the tacos soaked the napkin through until the wood was visible through its thin, translucent layers. Cole frowned, laid another napkin, and another. The aroma of food cut against the putrid sweetness of the lake. Dying plants.

         ‘On for what?’ asked Vincent.

         ‘Tennis,’ the two of them said in unison.

         Vincent grunted. ‘Why do I bother asking?’

         Cole kissed Vincent on the nose. Miller cracked open the container of nachos. Wallace squeezed his hands under the table so hard they popped.

         ‘I might be a little late,’ Cole said.

         ‘It’s fine. I have a bit of work to do anyway.’ Though it was not a bit of work. He felt sick just thinking of it. All that effort wasted. All the effort it would take to repair the damage, which very well could end up wasted too. Wallace had been doing well not to think of it, to set it aside for now. A wave of nausea pressed upon him. He shut his eyes. The world spun in slow, dark, slick circuits. Stupid boy, he thought. Stupid, stupid boy. 22To have hoped that things would turn out okay, that it would finally be his turn for things to come out all right. He hated himself for being so naive.

         ‘That’s why I’ll be late,’ Cole said, laughing. Wallace opened his eyes. There was a metallic taste in his mouth, not like copper or blood – something else, silvery.

         ‘You’re working tomorrow?’ Vincent asked. ‘We have plans, and you’re working?’

         ‘Not for long.’

         ‘Tomorrow is Saturday.’

         ‘And today is Friday, and yesterday was Thursday. It’s a day. There’s work.’

         ‘I don’t work on weekends.’

         ‘Would you like a medal for that?’ Cole asked, a wet streak of spite wicking across his voice.

         ‘No, I don’t want a medal. But I’d like a weekend with my boyfriend, for once, in the summer no less. Forgive me!’

         ‘We’re here now, aren’t we? Yes? I am here. You are here. We all are here. We’re here.’

         ‘What great fucking skills of observation.’

         ‘Can’t we just enjoy the last bit of summer?’

         ‘Wow, sure – as it’s ending. Brilliant.’

         ‘There’s a new year starting,’ Yngve said tentatively. ‘You know what that means.’

         ‘New year, new data,’ Cole and Yngve said together, their eyes filling with refulgent, desperate optimism. Wallace laughed a little at that. For a moment, he forgot himself, buoyed on their warmth, by their belief in what was possible. New year, new data. He didn’t believe it for himself. It was just 23a thing people said sometimes. A way of getting by. He rapped his knuckles hard against the table.

         ‘Knock on wood.’

         ‘God,’ Vincent said.

         ‘Hey now.’ Cole put his arm around Vincent, but Vincent just shook him off. He dropped his dish on the table and ice cream leapt over the rim of the cup, splattering the table. A drop of white – lukewarm like spit – landed on Wallace’s wrist.

         ‘What would you do if you didn’t have this? If you had to fend for yourselves?’ said Vincent. He looked at each of them. Miller had raised his eyebrows. Yngve turned a little red. Wallace pinched some of Cole’s napkins to wipe his wrist clean.

         ‘Fend for ourselves? Excuse me, but you work in finance. Not exactly roughing it,’ Cole said.

         ‘I didn’t say I was roughing it. I’m just saying, what if you had to fend for yourself? Think for yourself? Plan your own fucking life. You’d be lost.’

         ‘I don’t plan my life? My project? My experiments? Are you telling me we haven’t planned our life together? We have furniture, Vincent.’

         ‘Because I bought furniture. When I showed up here, you were basically living in a frat house with these two,’ Vincent said, sharply motioning toward Yngve and Miller, who looked on stoically. ‘Plywood on buckets for end tables. Jesus Christ. You don’t know anything about furniture, just like you wouldn’t know the first thing about getting a real job, real health insurances, taxes. We can’t even take a real vacation. Five days in Indiana – what a great time. Wonderful.’ 24

         ‘We spent last summer in Mississippi with your parents, didn’t we?’

         ‘Yes, but your family hates gay people, Cole. There’s a difference.’

         Wallace laughed and then clamped his mouth shut as tightly as he could. He again felt the edge of shame at seeing something private turning horribly public right before his very eyes. And yet he could not look away. They had begun this argument with smiles and soft feints at violence, but now they were snarling at each other. Cole had slid away from Vincent, and Vincent from Cole, which made their bench twist awkwardly. The food slid down the table, now at an angle. Miller caught the nachos before they hit the ground.

         Cole smiled at Wallace. ‘Back me up. It’s Mississippi.’

         ‘I’m from Alabama,’ Wallace said, but Cole closed his eyes.

         ‘You know what I mean. Same difference.’

         ‘I’m from Indiana, and even I think it’s pretty terrible,’ Miller said. ‘Vincent has a point.’

         ‘You’re basically from Chicago,’ Cole said. ‘This is not—Vincent just hates my family.’

         ‘I do not hate your family. Your family is wonderful. Just deeply racist and wildly homophobic.’

         ‘My aunt is racist,’ Cole said to Wallace.

         ‘His mother said their church is struggling. Tell them what the struggle is, Cole.’

         ‘A black family joined the congregation. Or tried to. Is trying to?’ Cole said, putting his hands over his face. His neck was deep maroon.

         ‘So don’t tell me they aren’t—’ 25

         ‘There were no black people in my church when I was growing up,’ Miller said. ‘Before I stopped going, anyway. It’s Indiana.’

         ‘I mean, my family didn’t really go to church,’ Yngve said. ‘Like, there were no black people in my town either. But my grandparents love black people. They say the Swedes are the blacks of Scandinavia.’

         Wallace choked a little on his own saliva. Yngve squirmed and returned to his taco.

         ‘Anyway, there is more to life than your pipettes and epi tubes,’ Vincent said evenly. ‘You’re all just playing at being adults with your plastic toys.’

         Cole was about to respond when Wallace opened his mouth, surprising even himself. ‘It is silly, isn’t it? Still being in school like this. I wonder sometimes, what am I doing here? I guess it’s not so silly. Lots of people think that. But still, I think about what it might be like to leave. Do something else. Something real, as you say, Vincent.’ He laughed as he talked. He looked past his friends to the soccer team, who had settled and grown closer and were now so transfixed by whatever they saw that they didn’t even think to talk or move or drink their beers. Wallace dug his thumb into the top of his knee until it stung. ‘I guess I sort of hate it, sometimes, I guess. I hate it here.’

         The words fell out of him like the exhalation of some hot, dense space inside him, and when he was done talking, he looked up, thinking that no one had really been paying attention. That’s how it was. He talked and people drifted in and out of concentration. But when he looked up, Wallace saw 26that each of them was looking at him with what seemed to be tender shock.

         ‘Oh,’ he said, a little startled. Miller went on eating his nachos, but Cole and Yngve narrowed their eyes. Their shadows slid across the table. They felt close.

         ‘You can leave, you know,’ Vincent said. His voice was warm on Wallace’s neck. ‘If you’re unhappy, you can always leave. You don’t have to stay.’

         ‘Wait a minute, wait, hold on, wait, don’t go telling him that,’ Cole said. ‘You can’t just take it back if you leave.’

         ‘Doing things that you can’t take back is what the real world is, babe.’

         ‘Listen to yourself. Suddenly you’re a life coach? You’re literally a telemarketer.’

         ‘You’re so pretentious,’ Vincent hissed. ‘Like, to a terrifying degree sometimes.’

         Cole bent around Vincent to stare at Wallace. ‘Leaving will not make you feel better. Leaving is just quitting.’

         ‘You can’t just decide what is too hard for someone else,’ Vincent said hotly. Wallace reached out and placed his palm against Vincent’s back. He was sweating through his shirt. His body vibrated like a plucked string.

         ‘Hey, it’s all right,’ Wallace said, but Vincent hardly heard him. ‘Don’t pressure him,’ he said to Cole. ‘What is this, a cult?’

         ‘Where is Lukas, I wonder,’ Yngve said, loud enough that the soccer team heard him. ‘Do you know, Cole?’

         ‘He’s with Nate, I think,’ Cole said, but he was still staring at Vincent. Yngve flinched. Lukas and Yngve had been more or 27less in love with each other since their first year, but Yngve was straight and eventually Lukas got tired of pining and found himself a boyfriend who was in vet school. It was an odd but also correct choice, Wallace thought. Sometimes, at parties, when Yngve got very drunk, he said things like Sleeping with a vet is like bestiality. Like, it’s not even a real discipline. Lukas would just shrug and let it go. Yngve had a girlfriend anyway. Wallace felt sorry for both of them. It seemed more miserable than was strictly necessary.

         ‘Are they coming?’

         ‘Not if they’re smart,’ Vincent said.

         The ice cream had turned to a white slurry. Gnats had left the vines on the retaining wall to dart with purpose through the dark at their food. Wallace fanned them away.

         ‘You didn’t have to come. You could have stayed at home,’ Cole said.

         ‘These are my friends too.’

         ‘Now they are. Now they’re your friends.’

         ‘What did you just say to me?’

         Wallace glanced at Yngve, who looked terrified; and at Miller, who looked impassive, as if he were sitting at another table entirely. Wallace nodded at Cole and Vincent, but Miller just shrugged. Not surprising. In fact, Wallace himself knew better than to get involved in this sort of skirmish, but he felt bad, like it was his fault. Yngve nudged Miller, but his supreme apathy would not be disturbed. Vincent breathed hard and fast. Water rocked against the hulls of the boats tied near the shore.

         ‘No one is quitting. No one is leaving. We’re having a damn good time,’ Wallace said. 28

         ‘Yeah, right,’ was Vincent’s reply, but Cole cracked a smile. ‘Don’t be such a crybaby.’

         ‘I’m not. No one’s crying,’ Cole said, wiping his eyes with the heel of his palm.

         ‘Poor baby, poor baby,’ Yngve said as he reached over and ran his hand through Cole’s hair. ‘Are you gonna make it?’

         ‘Leave it,’ Cole said. He sounded terribly small. He was laughing, but he was crying too. They all tried very hard not to see that, tried to pretend that the moisture in his eyes was something else. Poor Cole, Wallace thought, always so close to the surface. Watching him wipe at his eyes made Wallace’s throat hot.

         ‘Well, looks like he’s going to pull through,’ Wallace said. These were his friends, the people who knew him best and cared for him most in the world. They were once more sitting in that awful, full silence, except this time Wallace was sure that it was his fault. He had caused the argument, him and his big mouth. But the funny thing, the joke of it that even he was only just now starting to understand, was that he had said only a part of the truth. Yes, he thought about leaving, and yes, he hated it here sometimes. But running through that feeling like hard, resolute bone was something else: It wasn’t so much that he wanted to leave graduate school as that he wanted to leave his life. The truth of that feeling fit under his skin like a new, uncomfortable self, and he couldn’t get rid of it once he acknowledged it. It was all the same, grey waiting, a fear of not being able to take it all back.

         ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Wallace,’ Yngve said, and Wallace tried to smile. He was breathless with the knowledge 29of it. Yngve did not return Wallace’s smile. Cole tipped forward to look at him. Vincent too. Miller even, furtively, from his food, eating the jalapeños in big handfuls.

         ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Really.’ His throat was tight. There was not enough air. He could feel himself sinking under.

         ‘You want some water or something?’ Vincent asked.

         ‘No, no. Yes. I’ll get it,’ Wallace said, croaked. He stood up. Balanced himself with his hand as the world swung loose. He shut his eyes. There was a palm on his forearm. Cole reaching out, but Wallace pulled himself away. ‘Hey, don’t worry. I’m fine.’

         ‘I’ll come with you,’ Cole said.

         ‘I said stay. Relax.’ Wallace grinned, his gums on fire. His teeth ached. He broke away from the table, but he could tell they were watching him still. He made for the lake. He would gather himself until he could once again present to his friends a reasonable semblance of happiness.

         
             

         

         AT THE EDGE OF THE WATER, stone steps descended to the murky bottom of the lake. They were made from a kind of harsh, unfinished stone that had been smoothed by the water and the foot traffic. There were, two or three arm lengths away from Wallace, other people sitting too, watching the moon rise. And on the distant shore, past where the peninsula, furred with pine and spruce trees, hooked into the lake like a thumb, there were houses raised up on great stilts, the lights in the windows like the eyes of some large birds. Wallace had thought at times when he took the lakeshore path at night, looking 30through the scrim of trees, that all those houses did look like a flock of enormous birds crouching on the other side. He had never been over there himself, had never had a reason to cross the lake to that rarefied and separate part of town.

         The small boats had come in and been set on their racks, draped for the night. The larger boats were taken out farther down, near the boathouse, where Wallace sometimes took walks in the other direction, to where the grass grew wild and the trees were denser and heavier. There was a covered bridge and a family of geese living there. Sometimes, he saw their big grey wings spreading out beneath him as they glided across the water. Other times, he saw them lazily and confidently striding in the shade toward the soccer fields and picnic grounds, like stern game wardens. But at this time of the evening the geese were away, and the gulls had returned to their nests, and Wallace had the edge of the water to himself except for the other anonymous watchers nearby. He glanced at them briefly and wondered what shapes their lives held, if they were content, if they were mad or frustrated. They looked like people anywhere: white and in ugly, oversize clothes, sunburned and chapped and smiling with large, elastic mouths. The young people were long and tan, and they laughed as they pushed on one another. Farther back, the great mass of people spread out over the pier like moss. The water beneath him splashed up a little, wetting the edges of his shorts. The stone was slimy and cool. A band was starting up behind him. Their instruments twanged as they whirred to life.

         Wallace hugged his knees and put his chin on his arms. He slid his feet out of his canvas shoes and let the lake wash 31up to his ankles. It was cold, though not as cold as he had expected or would have liked. There was something slick in the water, something apart from the water itself, like a loose second skin swilling around under the surface. There were stretches of days when the lakes were closed because of the algae. It sometimes secreted neurotoxins that could be fatal. Or harboured parasitic organisms that clasped on to swimmers and sucked them dry, or gave them diseases that caused their bodies to tear themselves apart from the inside. The water here could be dangerous even if you didn’t know it. But there were no warnings posted. Whatever was in the water was not yet at a level thought dangerous to people. The water stank more now that he was close to it, like alcohol, powerfully astringent and chemical.

         It reminded him of the black water that had stared at him from the drain of his parents’ sink all those years ago. Black and round, like a perfect pupil gazing up at him, smelling sour, like something gone bad. His father had also kept buckets of still water. I’m saving that, he’d say when Wallace tried to pour it out. Saving it the way one saved old clothes or bottles or pens with no ink or broken pencils. Because you never knew what might happen that would make the trash worth keeping. The water in the buckets was as dark as tar because leaves had fallen from the roof into it and had broken down. Sometimes, he saw the frail brown remnants of the stalks, after all the green had been eaten away. At the right angle, it was possible to see the writhing forms of mosquito larvae as they flitted just along the surface. His father had told him once that they were tadpoles. Wallace had believed him. He had cupped his hands 32in the slimy water and had squinted close, trying to discern the tadpoles. But of course, they had only been mosquitoes.

         Dark water.

         There was a knot of tension high in his chest, something hard and coiled. It felt like a black ball stuck to the inside of his lungs. His stomach hurt too. He had eaten nothing but soup all day. The surface of his hunger was rough, like a cat’s tongue. Pressure gathered in the backs of his eyes.

         Oh, he thought when he realised what it was: tears.

         In that moment, there was a body next to him. Wallace turned, for an instant expecting to see his father’s face, conjured up out of memory, but instead, it was Emma, who had come at last with her fiancé, Thom, and their dog, Scout, a shaggy, happy thing.

         She put an arm around his shoulders and laughed. ‘What are you doing over here?’

         ‘Taking in the sights, I reckon,’ he said, trying to match her laugh. He hadn’t seen Emma in a week or more. She worked two floors down, in a lab situated at the end of a long dark hallway. Every time Wallace had visited her – to go to lunch, or to drop something off – he had felt like he was passing out of the biosciences building and into some forbidden place, as if he’d gotten lost and had been sucked into some curious adjacent dimension. The walls were empty except for an occasional bulletin board where yellowed fliers and posters from the 1980s hung as though the opportunities they offered were still new. Emma and Wallace had become friends by virtue of the fact that neither of them was a white man in their programme. It had been four years of shared looks over the tops of the 33heads of tall boys with their upright, sturdy confidence and loud voices and brash propositions. It had been four years of quiet conversations in that long dark hall, moments when it seemed that things might get easier for them. She smoothed her dark curly hair from her face and looked at him. He felt as thin as Cole’s napkins in that moment.

         ‘Wallace, what’s wrong?’ she asked. Her palm was soft on his wrist. He cleared the wet from his throat.

         ‘Nothing, nothing,’ he said. His eyes stung.

         ‘Wallace, what happened?’ Emma had a small face with large features and an olive complexion that sometimes led people to think, in certain lighting, that she was not white. But she was white, if of an ethnic variety. Her grandparents on one side were Bohemian, or Czech, as it was called now. On the other side they were Sicilian. Her chin was keen like Yngve’s, but it lacked a dimple. Her hand didn’t fit all the way around Wallace’s wrist, but she held him tightly just the same.

         ‘It’s nothing,’ he said again, and tried to mean it this time because he didn’t know exactly what it was that bothered him. What could he say except that it was nothing?

         ‘Doesn’t look like it, mister.’

         ‘My dad died,’ he said because it was as true as any other thing, except when he said it, he did not feel relieved. Rather, it jolted him, like a sudden cry in a quiet room.

         ‘Fuck,’ she said. ‘Fuck.’ Then, collecting herself, shaking her head, she said, ‘I’m sorry, Wallace. I’m sorry for your loss.’

         He smiled because he was not sure how to meet someone’s sympathy for him. It always seemed to him that when people were sad for you, they were sad for themselves, as if 34your misfortune were just an excuse for them to feel what it was they wanted to feel. Sympathy was a kind of ventriloquism. His father had died hundreds of miles away. Wallace had not told anyone. His brother had called him. Then had come the social media posts from family members, those concerned and those just after information, that ugly, frothing spectacle of public mourning. It was strange, Wallace thought as he smiled at Emma, because he didn’t feel a crushing sense of loss – no, when he thought of his father’s death, he felt the way he always felt when someone didn’t show up for lab in the morning. But perhaps that wasn’t the truth of it either. He didn’t know what to feel, and so he tried not to feel anything. It seemed more honest that way. A real feeling.

         ‘Thank you,’ he said, because what else did one say when caught in the confines of someone else’s sympathy?

         ‘Wait,’ she said, glancing back over her shoulder at the table where the boys were sitting, now occupied with Scout, who was enjoying being petted. ‘Do they not know?’

         ‘Nobody does.’

         ‘Fuck,’ she said. ‘Why?’

         ‘Because it was easier, I guess. You know?’

         ‘No, Wallace. I don’t know. When is the funeral?’

         ‘Weeks ago,’ he said, and she looked positively startled by this. ‘What?’

         ‘Did you go?’ she asked.

         ‘No, I didn’t. I had work,’ he said.

         ‘Jesus Christ. Did the she-demon say no?’

         Wallace laughed, and his voice skipped out over the water ahead of them. What a thought. That he might have told his 35adviser and she might have told him not to go. It was tempting to let Emma believe that because it was something Simone might have done. But then it would probably get back to Simone, and he’d have that mess to deal with.

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘She’s not that bad, you know. She wasn’t even in town.’ Simone was tall and striking, a woman of terrifying intelligence. She was not particularly demonic. More like a constant hot wind that, after a while, wore Wallace down.

         ‘Don’t protect her,’ Emma said, narrowing her eyes. ‘Did she fucking say you couldn’t go to your own dad’s funeral? That’s sick.’

         ‘No,’ he said, still laughing, doubling over and grabbing his stomach. ‘It wasn’t like that. I just didn’t have the time.’

         ‘It was your dad, Wallace,’ Emma said. The laughter in him died. He felt chastened by that. Yes, it was his father. He knew that. But the trouble with these people, with his friends, with the world, was that they thought things had to be a certain way with family. They thought you had to feel something for them, and it had to be the same thing that everyone felt or else you were doing it wrong. How could he laugh at the thought of not going to his father’s funeral? How strange could he be? Wallace did not think he was strange. He did not think he was wrong or bad for laughing, either, but he made his face into a calm mask of quiet, still sadness.

         ‘Fucking hell,’ she said. She was angry for his sake. She kicked at the water, sent it flashing into the night, drops of silver fading to black. She then put her other arm around him and hugged him. He closed his eyes and sighed. Emma began to cry a little, and he put his arms around her back and held her close. 36

         ‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ he said, but her crying only intensified as she shook her head. She kissed his cheek and hugged him more fiercely.

         ‘I’m so sorry, Wallace. God. I wish I could change it. I wish,’ she said.

         The size and scope of her sadness alarmed him. It seemed impossible that this display of grief could be entirely sincere, that her body shook in his arms because of a loss she felt he must have felt. He wanted to cry for her sake if not for his own, but he couldn’t. People at nearby tables began to hoot and holler at them, clapping and blowing kisses.

         Emma growled at them, but they could not hear it. Only Thom stood with his back straight, like he sensed something wrong. When Wallace looked back at him, Thom was scowling, glaring. Thom knew that Wallace was gay. He knew that there was nothing between him and Emma. So why was he staring so hard? It was like someone had told him a joke but he hadn’t gotten it. He could be stupidly unironic, to the point of self-parody. He had messy hair and wore hiking boots year-round, even though they lived in the flat part of the state and he was from the middle of Oklahoma. Thom was all affectation all the time. He was getting a doctorate in literary studies, and he was strapped to the drowning enterprise of academia. Still, Wallace liked Thom more than he disliked him. He gave Wallace reading recommendations. He talked to Wallace about books the way the others talked about college football and hockey. It was just that every so often, in moments like this, he could be found staring at Wallace and Emma as if he wanted to decapitate them both.

         ‘Well, that’s enough of a show,’ Wallace said. 37

         ‘No, not yet.’ Emma kissed him on the mouth. Her breath was warm but sweet, like she’d been sucking on candies. Her lips were soft and sticky. The kiss was brief, but the noise it drew from the nearby tables was deafening. Someone swung a flashlight beam at them, and there they were, kissing down by the water, like something out of a movie. Emma, naturally dramatic, flung her arm back and fell across his lap.

         Wallace had never been kissed before, not by anyone, not really. He felt vaguely like something had been stolen from him. Emma laughed against his knees. Thom came down to the water’s edge with Scout’s leash fisted tightly in hand.

         ‘What the fuck was that?’ he asked Wallace, sharply, meanly. ‘Do you just go around kissing other people’s partners?’

         ‘She kissed me,’ Wallace said.

         ‘I kissed him,’ Emma said as if that explained it. Wallace sighed.

         ‘Emma, we’ve talked about this.’

         ‘He’s gay,’ she said, sitting up now. ‘It doesn’t count. It’s like kissing another girl.’

         ‘Well, I appreciate that,’ Wallace said.

         ‘See?’

         ‘No, Em. It’s not okay. It doesn’t matter if he’s gay – no offence, Wallace—’

         ‘I mean, I am gay.’

         ‘You’re still kissing other people,’ Thom went on. ‘That’s not okay.’

         ‘Don’t be such a puritan,’ Emma said. ‘What, are you a Baptist all of a sudden?’

         ‘Don’t make fun of me,’ Thom said. 38

         ‘His dad died. I was being a good friend!’ She had stood up now. The edge of her skirt – some floral thing, probably rummaged out of someone’s closet and sold for pennies – was damp. Wallace sucked in a breath. Thom looked at him.

         ‘Your dad died?’

         ‘He died,’ Wallace said, with a faint singsong quality.

         ‘Man, I am so sorry.’ Thom drew him in for a hug. His skin was hot and flushed. His dark beard bristled against Wallace’s neck. He had hazel eyes that seemed brown in the evening light. ‘I had no idea. That’s really hard. I’m sorry.’

         ‘It’s okay,’ Wallace said.

         ‘No, it’s not. And that’s okay,’ Thom said, patting Wallace’s back with what to Wallace seemed like self-satisfaction. Scout licked Wallace’s hand, passing her tongue over palm and knuckles. He crouched down to ruffle her ears. She jumped up and put her paws on his shoulder. She had a woody fragrance like a lime tree. Emma and Thom shared a conciliatory kiss while Scout licked the inside of Wallace’s ears.

         The three of them walked back to the table, which had grown cramped and boozy. The pitchers of beer had arrived, and a cider for Wallace.

         ‘I ordered it for you,’ Miller said.

         ‘How thoughtful,’ Wallace said dryly despite himself, but Miller only nodded.

         Fat hornets swam in lazy circles overhead. They occasionally dove for the sweet beer and cider, but Yngve, a conservationist at heart, had been trapping them beneath a cup and walking them to the edge of the pier to release them. By the time he came back, new hornets were buzzing nearby. 39

         ‘I hate bees,’ Wallace said.

         ‘They’re actually not bees,’ Yngve tried to interject.

         ‘I’m allergic to wasps,’ Wallace said.

         ‘Bees and wasps are not—’

         ‘Me too,’ Miller said. He yawned and stretched. He rubbed his eyes with his hand, which was salty and messy from the popcorn and nachos. He jumped up right away, nearly upending the table. Wallace saw the empty tub of nachos and knew immediately what had happened.

         ‘Shit,’ Miller said.

         ‘Oh no.’

         ‘You okay?’

         ‘No, Yngve. I am not okay,’ Miller said and was gone, up the stone path, away from them.

         ‘I’ll go,’ Wallace said, before Cole could.

         
             

         

         AMONG THE CLUMPS of white people, Wallace saw: a large red man whose golden body hair was lit by the high-wattage lamps at the concession stands; two small boys with toy cars they ran around and around the smooth surface of their table and up the arms of their vaguely tired, athletic parents, whose faces were tight in the sort of mean way that fit people carry; several tables of frat boys all in tank tops, their skin so healthy in the milky dusk light under the trees that they almost glowed with possibility; and groups, here or there, of older people, their bodies and lives gone soft, here to recapture some bit of the past like coaxing fireflies into a jar. The band on the stage, the whole lake at their backs, played something that sounded 40to Wallace like a Caribbean swing, but as if out of time, on a delay. They wore Hawaiian shirts, and they looked to be about Wallace’s age, with shaggy blond hair and keen noses, each so like the other that they could have been siblings. Several torch lamps had been lit throughout the sitting area, but the concession stands had powerful high-wattage lights that pooled in front of them, and it was like emerging from night into day when you stepped up to order overpriced beer, or decent soft pretzels, or brats. Wallace waited in line behind the man with the golden shoulder hair, and when it was his turn at the concession stand, he asked for a small bottle of milk. It cost him $3.50, and the attendant, a scraggly bearded boy with a flat nose, looked at him sceptically as he dug around in the cooler under the counter for the bottle.

         Wallace glanced around looking for Miller. He hadn’t been far behind him as they’d left the stairs that came up from the concrete path below. The hallways in the union were visible to Wallace because they were lined with glass, and glowed with soft, yellow lighting. The floors were made of a kind of marble that Wallace associated most often with banks. Under the wide, dark cloak of the oak tree at the centre of the pavilion, some people had gotten up to dance. He watched as they snapped and swung their hips in a stiff, jerky little dance. Two of the old men were trying their best to get the women to dance, but they only shook their heads and smiled in embarrassment. At the next table were a few younger women, students. They had the boxy musculature of athletes, and large square heads. Their laughter was deep and serene. Two of them got up to dance with the old men, 41and their friends clapped for them, and it was like a wave, suddenly, everyone at every table turning to look at them and clapping, and the band began to play more vigorously, the music scraping through the air like a shovel through gravel. It wasn’t pretty. It could scarcely be called music, Wallace thought, but the pairs went on dancing, and soon they were joined by others, and two frat boys got up and did a parody of the dance, but then they seemed to get shy and to turn away from each other and let their thick arms fall by their sides. But then Wallace came back to himself. A shadow fell on him through the glass, and he saw Miller walking down the hall, to the bathroom. They passed each other on opposite sides of the glass, him outside, Miller inside, but Miller didn’t see him or pretended not to, as if in a dream.

         
             

         

         WALLACE FOUND MILLER at the sink, splashing water up into his eye, getting it all over his shirt and chin in the process. He winced and cursed softly under his breath the whole time. They were alone.

         ‘Hey, let me help,’ Wallace said.

         ‘I’m so stupid,’ he said. ‘I completely forgot that I hadn’t washed my hands.’

         ‘Happens,’ Wallace said, setting the bottle of milk aside. It was cool from the ice. He rinsed his hands under the tap. The bathroom smelled like beer and antiseptic. It didn’t smell at all like piss. The lighting was dim. It felt too clean to be a bathroom, which made Wallace uneasy. The countertop was some sort of cheap black stone. The plastic bottle was sweating. 42Miller regarded it through narrowed eyes. The mirror was tall and concave. Wallace had to look away from their reflection. ‘Can you crouch a little, bend down?’

         Miller didn’t move at first. Wallace thought he’d done it again, exposed himself. But slowly, Miller did begin to move, like he’d made up his mind about something, and he bent his knees and turned just a little so that his face hovered over the sink. He was perfectly vulnerable. Wallace twisted the cap from the milk bottle and held it over Miller’s eyes. His hands shook. A drop of milk fell from the lip of the bottle and landed on Miller’s cheek, just below his eyelashes. Wallace swallowed. He watched Miller breathe. He watched Miller wet the corner of his mouth. Water dripped from the tap.

         ‘Here we go,’ Wallace said. He poured just a little of the milk into Miller’s eyes, watched it run in a white stream across the bridge of his nose into the sink. Miller closed his eyes. ‘You can’t do that. You have to keep them open.’ Miller grunted. He opened his eyes. The milk struck the inside of the sink with a soft tapping sound. He poured half the bottle into Miller’s eyes, and then thoroughly wet two paper towels. He squeezed the water into Miller’s eyes, which were brown with little blue rims on the outside. The whites of his eyes were already starting to redden. The water ran into Miller’s eyes, and he again closed them instinctively, but then he opened them after a moment. Wallace blotted Miller’s thick eyelashes with the paper towels, filled them with more water, rinsed, blotted again.

         ‘Okay,’ Wallace said, ‘there, there.’

         ‘Come on. Don’t make fun of me.’

         ‘I’m not,’ he said. He tried to be gentle as he washed 43Miller’s eyes, reapplying water each time, rinsing, dabbing. ‘I did this to myself one time. I picked peppers with my grandparents and rubbed my eyes when I got sleepy,’ Wallace said, laughing a little at himself, at how miserable he’d felt, his eyes swollen like grapefruits and so tender. He looked down at Miller, saw his sunbleached hair, his long eyelashes. Wallace felt like he’d been kicked in the stomach. Miller was staring at him; of course he was. Where else would he look except up, and who was there but Wallace to intercept his gaze? Of course he was staring. ‘All done,’ Wallace said. He dropped the bottle into the trash under the sink.

         ‘Thank you,’ Miller said. ‘It’s not so bad. Just hurt like hell.’

         ‘It’s like that. It always hurts worse than you expect, even if it doesn’t do any real harm.’

         They stood at the sink, the faucet dripping little bit by little bit. Wallace’s hands were damp and cool. Miller’s eyes were puffy and red, as if he’d been crying. Miller leaned away from him, against the wall, which had the effect of making him seem shorter. The music coming through from the outside was soft and non-threatening, like the caress of wind through the trees. Wallace twisted the damp paper towels in his hands. Miller reached for them, his large hands opening and then closing around Wallace’s fingers.

         ‘Are you really thinking about leaving?’ Miller asked.

         ‘Oh,’ Wallace said, laughing nervously because he could appreciate, in this moment, how silly, how ridiculous he had sounded before. ‘Who knows? I think I’m just clenched up.’

         ‘I think we’re always clenched,’ Miller said after a minute, and he squeezed Wallace’s fingers. ‘I think we’re always tight 44until we get what we really want, and maybe even then, too. Who knows?’

         ‘Maybe,’ Wallace said.

         Miller pulled on his hand and Wallace let himself be drawn in. They didn’t kiss or anything like that. Miller just held him until the sound of the music changed. It was time to go back out to their friends. They held hands until they reached the sliding door that opened into the night air, and then, tentatively, reluctantly, they became separate people again.

         ‘See you there,’ Miller said to him, raising his eyebrows.

         ‘See you there,’ Wallace made his way back through the crowd, his body buoyant but raw. Some inner surface had been agitated. When he sat back down, they all asked him where Miller was, and he could only shrug. ‘He said he’d be back.’

         ‘How is he?’ Cole asked.

         ‘He’s better. He was too tall to reach the faucet, so you know, for once being short paid off.’

         ‘Poor guy,’ Emma said.

         ‘He’s fine,’ Wallace said, lifting his cup of cider. It was tart, and a little lukewarm. There was the bitter, chemical taste of the plastic. They were all looking at Wallace. Emma’s eyes were wet. Cole kept peeking at him furtively, and Vincent kept swallowing thickly. Yngve was looking at him over the surface of his beer. Scout rolled between Thom’s legs. Her collar tinkled faintly like a little bell.

         ‘What?’ he asked. ‘Is there something on my face?’

         ‘No,’ Cole said. ‘We just … Emma told us about your dad. I’m so sorry.’ 45

         Wallace had known this would happen, and yet he felt a momentary flare of anger at Emma. Things moved through the group in this way, information sliding around as if through an invisible circulatory system, carried on veins made of text messages, emails, and whispered conversations at parties. He wet his lips, and he could still taste Emma there. The flare did not subside, but it gave way to resignation.

         ‘Thank you,’ he said neutrally. ‘Thank you very much.’

         ‘It must be so hard,’ Yngve said with a shake of his head. His sandy brown hair flashed in the light. His sharp features softened, except for the point of his chin, which always made him look boyish. Yngve had spent the summer before graduate school climbing a mountain after the death of his grandfather, a benevolent Swede.

         ‘Yes,’ Wallace said. ‘But life goes on.’

         ‘That’s true,’ Thom said from the end of the table. ‘Life goes on. It reminds me of my favourite novel.’

         ‘Oh god,’ Vincent said. ‘Not again.’

         ‘“And all the lives we ever lived and all the lives to be are full of trees and changing leaves.”’

         ‘That’s very pretty,’ Wallace said.

         ‘Don’t encourage him,’ Emma said. ‘He’ll go on all night.’

         ‘To the Lighthouse – it’s actually a line misquoted from a poem,’ Thom said proudly. ‘It’s one of the best books I’ve ever read. Changed my life in middle school.’

         Vincent and Emma and Cole all shared a look. Yngve was back studying the grain of the wood through the pale yellow of his beer.

         ‘I’ll have to check it out,’ Wallace said. He looked up, and 46Miller was coming back to them. He had another pitcher of beer.

         ‘Here we are,’ Miller said. He sat across from Wallace again, but did not look at him. Wallace felt a little hurt by that, but he understood, could understand, the awkwardness of such things.

         ‘I should get going,’ Wallace said. ‘This has been wonderful.’

         ‘No, don’t go,’ Emma said. ‘We just got here.’

         ‘I know, my love, but before that, I was marooned with these goons.’

         ‘So you don’t love us,’ Cole said. ‘I see how it is.’

         ‘Are you okay?’ Yngve asked. ‘Do you want me to walk you home?’

         ‘I live across the street. It’s a short commute. I appreciate it.’

         ‘I guess I’ll leave too,’ Miller said, which drew a startled silence from the table. ‘What?’

         ‘Why are you leaving us?’

         ‘Because, Yngve, I’m tired. I’ve been in the sun all day. I’m a little drunk. I want to go home.’

         ‘Then let’s all go together.’

         ‘No, you stay,’ Miller said. Wallace was already getting up from the table, hugging Emma and Cole and Vincent. They all smelled like beer and salt, sweat and good times. When they shook hands, Thom gazed into his eyes for a long time in what Wallace guessed was an attempt at solidarity. ‘Wait for me,’ Miller said.

         ‘You live in the other direction,’ Wallace said, pointing.

         ‘But we have to leave through the same entrance.’

         ‘Okay then,’ Wallace said. 47

         Miller repeated Wallace’s goodbyes, and they walked out to the street together. Overhead, there were a few bright stars in the sky. The music swept the air, echoing through itself into a blurry medley of indistinct sounds. People were getting into and out of cars, so there was a bit of activity. Wallace and Miller stood under an overhang, half in shadow.

         ‘Why did you leave like that?’ Miller asked. ‘Was it me?’

         ‘No,’ Wallace said. ‘I’m just tired.’

         Miller searched his eyes for the truth. He was worrying the corner of his lip. ‘I’m sorry about the bathroom.’

         ‘Why? It’s okay.’

         ‘No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have. I feel like I took advantage of something.’

         ‘Oh,’ Wallace said.

         ‘I’m not into guys,’ Miller said. ‘But I see how you look at me sometimes, and it’s like, does he hate me? Does he like me? And I hate the idea of you hating me. I do.’

         Wallace was silent. He could still see the water from here, the way it was lighter in the distance and darker near the shore.

         ‘All right.’

         ‘I don’t know what to do about it,’ Miller said, balling his fingers into a fist. He looked like he was about to cry, but it was only the moisture from before.

         ‘There’s nothing to do.’

         ‘Is that true?’

         ‘It’s okay,’ Wallace said again, meaning it, wishing it to be true. ‘We just held hands. It’s junior high.’

         ‘I don’t know. God,’ Miller said, stepping toward Wallace and then away. 48

         Wallace sighed. ‘Do you want to come back to my place?’

         Miller regarded him suspiciously. ‘I don’t know if that’s a good idea.’

         ‘Well, I’m tired and I’d like to go home.’

         ‘I’ll walk you there.’

         ‘Great,’ Wallace said. The desire to be at home in his bed was overpowering. They walked the block down the street, passing a large circular apartment building, and a small bar on the corner, which was bumping music loudly. Some white people were out front smoking. He felt their eyes follow him up the street. Miller walked close by, their elbows and then fingers brushing occasionally, which made Miller look down at him. Wallace, to his credit, did not return Miller’s gaze. What was this life, currently? What was this strange place into which he’d been thrust? He now regretted walking to the lake. He now regretted going with his friends. Not because Emma had told everyone about him, but because now something that had previously seemed simple had turned messy, difficult, complicated.

         
             

         

         HE TOOK MILLER up the stairs to his one-bedroom apartment. The window had been left open, so the apartment smelled like the lake and like summer evening. It was cool because of the fan going in the bedroom. Miller sat at the counter and watched as Wallace made them coffee in the French press, which was a minor novelty to Miller.

         When there was no avoiding the topic, Wallace climbed up onto the counter and sat with his legs crossed, coffee warm in his hands. Miller was picking at the edge of a piece of paper. 49

         ‘So what’s this all about, Miller?’

         ‘I feel bad,’ he said. ‘I feel bad about the bathroom, about that thing I said in April, about all of it. I feel like a shitty friend. A bad person.’

         ‘You aren’t.’

         ‘I just wanted to be clear. I’m not into guys. I’m not gay, or whatever. I just, I don’t know.’

         ‘It’s okay. You were being a good friend.’

         ‘I’m not so sure I was. I was being stupid. I saw you kiss Emma, and I thought – well, you know.’

         ‘Yeah, I’m not sure if I get what you mean by that,’ Wallace said. He drank from the coffee. His sink was full of dishes from earlier in the day. ‘You saw Emma kiss me and thought – what? Well, if we’re all kissing people we’re not attracted to, maybe I can try it?’

         ‘No … yes. I guess it was something like that. And then you got up to leave, and I thought, Oh fuck, I’ve done it now.’

         ‘That’s very kind of you.’

         ‘I do want to.’

         ‘You want to what?’

         ‘Kiss you,’ Miller said.

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘Is that wrong?’

         ‘No. It’s not. But you know, you just said you didn’t.’

         ‘I do. I want to. I shouldn’t. But I do.’

         ‘Okay,’ Wallace said.

         Miller squinted at him. The apartment was dimly lit by the kitchen light and whatever light came in through the broad living room window that overlooked an alley. 50

         ‘That easy, huh?’

         ‘What can I say, I’m easy.’

         ‘You’re so bad at jokes,’ Miller said, rising from the stool and coming toward him. He blotted out the kitchen light, and so Wallace was completely in his shadow. He could feel the warmth of Miller’s breath on his cheeks. Miller reached up with the tips of his fingers and pressed them to Wallace’s lips, used his thumb to make space between them. Miller was looking down at him intently, not nervous or shy. He had done this before, that much was evident, been in such a position of power, control. Even so, there remained a bit of restraint, an awkwardness. There was a hitching quality to the way he drew his thumb back across Wallace’s lips. Wallace closed his mouth around Miller’s thumb and sucked the salt from its rim slowly, tenderly. ‘Why are you like this?’ Miller asked.

         Wallace did not answer. He pulled on Miller’s shirt and sat more upright so that their bodies touched. Miller standing between his legs, bending just a little, and then, their lips coming into contact, the passing friction of it, the heat, the flicker of dampness. Wallace had been kissed only twice now, but he couldn’t understand why it had taken so long to get to this point of intimacy, which felt so good that he was afraid of losing it.

         Miller kissed him again, and Wallace involuntarily made small mewling sounds, which only encouraged Miller to kiss him more. Wallace felt as if he were being searched for something, as if each kiss, pressed to a different part of his mouth and jaw and cheek, was meant to yield some sort of answer to a question that wasn’t being asked. Miller’s hands were on 51his hips and then on his sides, going higher and higher until they arrived at his jaw, where they stopped. The sailing had roughened them, made their texture exciting on Wallace’s skin. His kisses tasted like beer and ice, cold and sharp. He bit Wallace’s lip.

         ‘I’m enjoying this,’ Miller said. ‘More than I thought I would.’

         ‘That’s nice,’ Wallace said. It seemed to be the wrong thing to say because Miller frowned and then went to pull away from him. But Wallace wrapped his legs tightly around Miller’s waist, stilling him. ‘Hey, where are you off to?’

         ‘You didn’t seem that into it,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to make you do anything you don’t want to do.’

         ‘I’m into it plenty,’ Wallace said, and he guided Miller’s hand between his legs, where he was hard. Miller gasped a little, jolted in surprise as if remembering that Wallace was a man like him, but he was not chastened by this. He wrapped his hand around Wallace tightly, maybe a little too tight, and pressed his lips to Wallace’s neck.

         ‘I don’t – I don’t know how to,’ Miller said.

         ‘It’s okay,’ Wallace said. ‘It’s not too hard.’

         Miller laughed. ‘I’m not a virgin. I just … This is … Well, you know.’ He made a vague motion with his hands.

         
             

         

         WALLACE’S BEDROOM WAS still dark, except for the open window, which was blue-black from the streetlight below.

         Wallace shut the blinds and the room was darker, shades of grey layered over each other, but this was his room. He knew its 52dimensions perfectly, and he knew that Miller was standing at the edge of the bed. He came up to him from behind, catching Miller unawares, and pushed him. Miller’s body resisted at first, just a little catch, and then he landed on the mattress with a bemused sigh. Wallace climbed onto the bed next to him, and they lay that way for a long time, or what seemed like a long time, the edges of their bodies just barely touching.

         Wallace couldn’t remember the last time he had lain with someone this way, in that nearly innocent configuration that comes before sex when both parties pretend to want everything other than that, letting their bodies wind up to the point of unbearable tension. He reached for Miller first, his hand against Miller’s chest to feel the rhythm of his heart, its fast, hard beat.

         They kissed again, the slow, downward sweep into desire. And then they came out of their clothes, shedding them like skins, so that when they touched again, they were bare and quivering like small, naked beings new to the world.

         ‘Get under the sheets,’ he told Miller, who obliged him. When they touched, it was so impossibly tender and fearful that Wallace could have wept for the boy he’d been at seven or eight, when he was touched for the first time, neither tenderly nor fearing that the touch might do him harm. Wallace was determined to give Miller what nobody had thought to give him, determined that at the end of this, whatever it was, Miller wouldn’t learn to fear his body or what it could contain. Miller’s fingers dug into his hair as his head bobbed between Miller’s thighs. He took Miller deeper into his throat, and there was the final, strangled gasp. 53

         They fell asleep sore, covered in minor scratches and bruises. They fell asleep tangled together. They fell asleep, but Wallace did not dream. He skimmed beneath the surface of waking, gliding along a vast silver sea of light, viewing it from below, the world passing him by, passing over him.

         Miller’s body was so warm and heavy against him. Hard in odd places that felt unfamiliar to him. While Miller slept, Wallace traced his fingers along the bones of his hips, through the sparse pubic hair above his cock. Sailing had indeed changed Miller’s body, not that Wallace had been familiar with it before. But there was something about its underlying firmness and the residual softness of his stomach and thighs. It was a body in transition. Miller’s chest hair was soft and curly. Asleep, he looked sweet, gentle, like a little boy in a grown man’s body. There was vulnerability in the way he had his hand draped over his face, a peace and depth to his sleep that suggested to Wallace a level of comfort, of innocence.

         How long had it been since Wallace had slept well and easily? How long had it been since he had felt beyond the world’s grasp? Miller made a small sound in his sleep and rolled over, seeking out Wallace’s warmth. Wallace lay back down next to him and let himself be enfolded. The hum of the fan fell in and out of his perception. Would their other friends wonder where Miller had gone when they arrived home and found him not there? He shared a place with Yngve. It would be unusual if he stayed out. It wasn’t his habit. Even if he and Wallace were friends, it would be unusual, but well, there was tomorrow to worry about that.

         Wallace got out of bed and went into the kitchen, where he poured himself a tall glass of very cold water. He drank it 54slowly, letting it numb his tongue and throat, until swallowing was hard and his thirst felt both sated and unquenchable. His stomach expanded. He almost gagged, but he kept drinking. Down and down and down, swelling, welling with water. He refilled the glass, right up to the brim. He drank it. His lips were red. He kept drinking. He drank four glasses back-to-back, and he went into the bathroom and threw up. Up came the water, the semen, the kernels of popcorn, the sour cider, the soup from lunch, all of it churning and orange in the bowl. His throat was raw and burning with acid. He trembled as he braced himself against the toilet bowl. The stench drew more vomit from him, a heaving, clenching retch.

         He felt empty when it was done. He blotted the vomit from his mouth, brushed his teeth, and went back into the living room. He sat at the edge of the couch and folded his legs under himself. Outside, the moon was a perfect white circle. The world was still and quiet. He could see into the building across the alley, into the lives of the people who lived there. One of their lights was on, and there was a man ironing at his kitchen table.

         The sounds from the other apartments in the building gave a texture to the silence of Wallace’s apartment. He heard someone singing off-key to a song that was popular that summer. And then, farther off, a ringing sound, not like a phone, but like water hitting a pipe.

         Wallace was nervous about his friends finding out about Miller, not because he was ashamed of it, but because he was afraid Miller would be and wouldn’t want to do it again.

         One blow job in the dark. That was it. 55

         ‘Where are you?’ came a voice from the other room.

         ‘I’m out here,’ he said, his throat still hot.

         Miller came dragging out of the bedroom with Wallace’s comforter wrapped around him. He sat next to Wallace. He smelled sour from sweat, but still very good, pleasant.

         ‘What are you doing out here?’

         ‘I didn’t want to wake you up.’

         ‘You couldn’t sleep?’

         ‘No,’ Wallace said, smiling a little. ‘But that’s nothing new.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Why what?’

         ‘Why can’t you sleep?’

         ‘I don’t know. It’s been hard since my dad died.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Miller said. He nodded as he said this, and then he kissed Wallace’s bare shoulder.

         ‘Thank you,’ Wallace said.

         ‘Were you two close?’

         ‘No, not really – that’s the crazy thing, isn’t it? We didn’t even really know each other.’

         ‘My mom died two years ago,’ Miller said. ‘She had breast cancer for a long time, and then it was in her liver and then it was all over her body. She died at home.’

         Wallace put his head on Miller’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

         ‘What I know is that it doesn’t matter if you didn’t know them or they didn’t know you. My mom was a real bitch. She was mean and hateful and a liar and spent my whole life tearing me down. But when she died, I really … I don’t know, your parents aren’t people until they’re suffering. They aren’t people until they’re gone.’ 56

         ‘Yeah,’ Wallace said. ‘That’s it. Or some of it, anyway.’

         ‘My mom died, and I thought, Oh shit, oh shit. Because I had spent so long hating her, resenting her, and then she was suddenly facing this thing she couldn’t beat, and I just, I really felt for her.’

         ‘Did you say goodbye or anything?’

         ‘I was there every day,’ Miller said. ‘We played cards and argued over television and she made fun of the music I liked and I cooked for her and she told me she loved me.’ Miller’s eyes had begun to darken, cloud with tears, but none fell. ‘And then she was gone.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Wallace said, stupidly, lacking anything more significant to say.

         ‘I can’t tell you what to do about your dad. I can’t tell you what to feel, Wallace. But I’m here if you need me. I’m your friend if you need me. Okay?’ He took Wallace’s hand and Wallace let him. They kissed again, tenderly, faintly, briefly. It seemed silly to them, and they laughed. But then Miller lay on top of him and drew the blanket over their bodies, and Wallace, for the first time in a long time, let someone inside him. It hurt at first, like it always did, but that pain and the joy of his body remembering its keenest pleasure was enough to get him hard again, and through it. Miller was easy on him, but he knew what he wanted, and he pursued it relentlessly. They were both breathing hard by the time it was over.

         
             

         

         THEY WIPED THEMSELVES CLEAN in the bathroom light. Wallace felt like a beaten egg, frothy and messy. There was a 57throbbing heat inside him, like a private little sun glowing. Miller looked at him with clear, sober eyes.

         ‘I’m not going to lie to you,’ he said. ‘I am very confused by all of this. I don’t know what to do about it.’

         ‘That’s fair,’ Wallace said, choking back hurt. ‘It’s fine.’

         ‘No, let me finish. I don’t know what I’m doing. It’s all probably wrong. But I liked this. It was good. Don’t beat yourself up.’

         ‘I’ll try not to take it personally.’

         ‘Wallace.’

         ‘Okay – thank you for your candour.’

         ‘Forget it, forget it.’

         ‘No, let me try again.’

         But Miller was already leaving the bathroom and going into the kitchen. Wallace followed him.

         ‘Hey, where are you going, come back, I’m sorry.’

         ‘Can I have some water?’

         ‘Sure,’ Wallace said, but his cheeks and neck were hot because he remembered from before, the drinking and throwing up. He poured Miller a glass, the same one he had been using. He watched Miller drink, the flex of his throat, the swallowing action. He thought of his own mouth on the glass, the transference of his taste to Miller’s lips. Did he taste him there?

         ‘Stop watching me; I’m getting self-conscious,’ Miller mumbled around the glass.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Wallace said, and made a show of looking away, back into the building across the alley, to where the man was still ironing at the sink. Had he seen them fucking on the couch? 58
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