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“Why had Coronado never gone back to Spain,


to his riches and his castles and his king?”


– Willa Cather, My Ántonia
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I remember the heat the day I came home. I leaned my forehead against my parents’ picture window and the heat came through the glass. Tulsa. For a few days I drove, sailing south on 169 and coming back, sweeping across on the Broken Arrow, retracing old lines, bearing down with new force. My parents were very kind. But I decided I had to go to the bars.


In the city of my elementary school, and of my good blue-carpeted church, this was a step I had never taken. I knew where to go: across from the Mexican restaurant where my parents now ate after-church lunch there was a row of bars – in Tulsa’s warehouse district. They didn’t card here. I parked, I could hear my dashboard clock tick. And even as I watched, three teenage girls in peasant dresses filed out of the Blumont and lit their cigarettes. The sun was setting, the brick wall caught fire. The three girls stood there for some reason, as if in front of a firing squad, squinting in the sun.


At college maybe I became conceited about Tulsa, mentioning at just the right moments that I was raised Southern Baptist, had shot guns recreationally, had been a major Boy Scout – I may have agreed, when people smiled, and pretended that Tulsa was a minor classic, a Western, a bastion of Republican moonshine and a hotbed, equally, of a kind of honky-tonk bonhomie. Well, there was no bonhomie, that I had ever found: the silence of the suburban front yards washed up right to the roots of the skyscrapers, in Tulsa. In fact I had never seen so many people from my hometown actually talking to each other, and shrieking, as here in this bar.


Uninitiated, having experimented only at the drinks tables of upperclassman parties, I didn’t know how to order. “Vodka,” I just said.


“And?”


“That’s all.”


The bartender was careful not to look at me as he set it down.


Situated at my little table, flipping my sketchpad open, I did my pencil in curlicues. On the barstools behind me I had an older man, I imagined him with a comb in his pocket, teasing a pair of women (the shrieking). And a lizard-voiced youth who from the pool table across the room was trying to carry on a conversation with the bartender.


“I need a million dollars,” the older gentleman was saying. “That’s all.” And the women shrieked.


I kept my head down. The bar filled up. Dropping a napkin over my sketchpad I rose to get another drink. But sat back down, slowly. I’d seen someone I knew. She sat slumped, looking enviably at home at the Blumont. She had gone to high school with me. She sat listening to another, smaller girl. While she listened she wore a flat, patient expression, her mouth flat, her eyeballs flat and somewhat skeptical. Her name was going to come to me but I tried to stop it. I wasn’t prepared to make friends with this person today. And yet I remembered all about her: who her friends had been, the stairwell where they ate lunch…


Edith Altman. Once I remembered her name I stood automatically. “Are you Edith Altman?”


She was.


“I was always with Tom Price,” I volunteered, “and Jason Brewster and Ronnie Tisdale.” Perversely, I was naming the most unpopular friends I could think of. “Or Rob Pomeroy.”


“Rob Pomeroy, the unabomber?”


I smiled, a little stung. “Yeah,” I said, “totally. Though I seem to recall that Rob always made fun of the way I dressed.”


She sort of laughed. Her friend stared.


When I walked into the Blumont the number of people in Tulsa I was eager to hang out with had been zero. To me Tulsa was a handful of coevals from church; a troop of boys from Boy Scouts; and of course four hundred people from Franklin High School. My “group” of high school friends was worthless: an unpopularity klatch, a rump group – we had clung together to survive, but never took any pleasure in each other.


Edith leaned way back, as if something had occurred to her. “You were Emma’s boyfriend.”


Emma had been the valedictorian.


I think I had been a little famous for the puppy-dog way I followed Emma around, in the last spring of high school. I had no idea where she was this summer, I was happy to tell Edith – probably some internship.


Now I stood managing to look a little bored, with one foot kicked behind me, pretending to balance like a ballerina in front of Edith and her friend.


“Sorry – this is my friend Cam.” Edith began to explain who I was. “So Jim was a mystery in high school. Emma started dating him and that was the last we ever saw of her. Nobody knew who Jim was. He refused to hang out with other people.”


I was going to turn and go – I was not going to be patronized – while Edith carried on and this girl Cam just sat there patting her bangs. I would leave them alone. I could say that I said hello.


But Edith asked to see my sketchpad. “You should get us some shots,” she suggested.


“Read the poems,” I called back from the bar, “the drawings are just like, you know, realism! I could take lessons or something!”


When I ordered not simply another vodka, but three “shots,” the bartender smiled. He had seen me making friends.


Back at the table, Edith was taking my poems seriously: “These are actually good,” she said.


Awkwardly, we didn’t do the shots right away. We started talking poets – until, I think, I got too sweeping about whom I did and didn’t like, and it was suggested we all take a walk.


“The BOK Tower is so beautiful” is the first thing I said outside. It had gotten dark, and the skyscrapers floated on the other side of the tracks like magnificent holograms.


Cam, I now learned, was not from Tulsa. She had come home with Edith from college. “Isn’t Tulsa weird?” I asked her. “On that side of the tracks, we build up all the skyscrapers, but immediately on this side of the tracks it’s nothing but a warehouse district.”


“Cam’s from Hartford.”


“Hartford must be awesome,” I said.


Cam pointed across the tracks. “So is that where the cool kids hang out?” Under the shadows, opening out between the skyscrapers, lay a half-dim square, dominated by a huge, clanking flagpole. Moths were visible in the security lights, and we could hear what sounded like skateboards, rolling in the dark. The Center of the Universe, I believed it was called. For its Guinness Records powers of echo. But I had never felt I had permission to show up there.


“Do you guys want to go across?” I asked.


“We were actually thinking we should go dancing.”


So we were too old for the Center of the Universe – I assimilated this information painlessly.


Edith – who was trying to entice Cam as much as me – explained that it was Retro Night at the Cain’s Ballroom. “It’s from Prohibition,” she told Cam. “Like the oldest club in Tulsa.”


I lifted up one finger. “Can we make a pit stop at the Blumont first?”


“Well, we can get drinks at the Cain’s,” Edith said. I saw her smile to herself.


I had learned to dance at debate camp, where the pervasive self-consciousness of the smart-kid atmosphere encouraged a freak-out manic dancing, pursued between males, shouting the lyrics in each other’s faces. But we never had booze. At college – in college I had briefly taken ballroom. That was it. And at the Cain’s I did this crazy foot-stomping dance that I think took my new friends by surprise.


Edith raised her eyebrows. The floor was planks, underpinned with old steel springs – advertised as “the largest spring-loaded dance floor west of the Mississippi.” Whenever I stood still I could feel it beneath me, bouncing like a gargantuan mattress.


The Cain’s Ballroom was low, square. Its high-wattage sign stuck up iconically beside the overpass, but I had never been inside before. Portraits of Bob Wills and each of his Texas Playboys hung on the wall. Yet in this honky-tonk we had what in the late nineties was called retro music: music from the eighties. Male vocalists partook in the self-regard of staggering, dying villains. They moaned. The female response was tart. Pop. In high school I had relished this music, privately. On earphones. I thought of it as big sister music – I didn’t have any siblings, myself.


On the walk over Edith had continued to praise my poems. She had apparently decided she was going to encourage me. I wasn’t sure how to take that. In college the point had been to criticize each other’s poems. But Edith was way ahead of me, in life. She suddenly stopped dancing and went to grab the belt loop of a tall clean-cut man wearing overalls. “Terry works at the jail,” she said, introducing him.


“I love this,” said Terry, who kept splaying his hand on his chest and smiling as if he had to catch his breath. “I love this night. I let it all go.” Edith whispered something in his ear, and glanced at me.


Her own dance was perfunctory. Head down, the knob of her spine working like a camel. Doing glad-hands, matter-of-fact, meek. Cam pranced up, grabbed Edith’s hands, and kissed her. Edith looked sheepish: Cam was already bored with Tulsa, but Edith was trying to entertain her.


The Cain’s filled; people came over. Midsong I was introduced to characters who went to Jenks, Union, Broken Arrow. No one from Franklin. I was glad. I liked being the new person. I danced near to Cam – I hoped she appreciated that I too was an alien here. I took recourse to the bar and was back and forth to the bar while our circle kept expanding.


I swallowed each drink and then hurried back for ever more expressive dancing. I panicked when our circle stopped to take a breath, squeezing as a group through a side door into the triangle lot the Cain’s owned under the highway. We could hear cars swishing their tails overhead and grumbling on the overpass but with our ears ringing it didn’t matter. We shouted in normal voices, though I myself was silent: Edith had so many acquaintances, most of whom didn’t even know Cam yet – so introducing Cam was the order of business. Alone, I snuck back in to the sweat and squeak of the club, and I started casually to work. I think I danced like someone who has elapsed his workout and is free in blue space, swimming on the elliptical, an exhausted runner with no particular desire to get off the treadmill. I enjoyed the people around me, and this was a gift. My enthusiasm pinged off the things I admired that I glimpsed in the whirl, the girls, their hair, their boots. There was one cropped-haired boy in heavy leather skirts, spinning. Probably from Catoosa or somewhere. His legs were skinny and he looked like Rimbaud. He probably started putting his makeup on at six and got here early and was the only person from his school who ever even came to Retro Night.


My first plan had been to stay at college that summer. I had applied to work on the summer staff of the college newspaper. However, I did not get on. And no other plan or internship materialized. Anyway, as I laboriously explained to my parents, who were public school teachers, I had meant to spend the lion’s share of my days that summer reading, so. I wanted to lay this out for them and wanted them to know that, while I normally would have gotten a summer job, it was better for me to conduct my own independent studies right now, to be at loose ends, to prepare for sophomore year and the choosing of a major. That I didn’t get the job on the newspaper disturbed me, but was maybe for the best, I told myself. That there was more to it – that I had drifted, as spring semester waned, failing more and more each day to make any sort of backup plan while this secretly desired homecoming, the default plan, became a reality – I couldn’t admit that this was what I had wanted until perhaps at the Cain’s Ballroom.


After Edith and her crew came back in, I had to keep to myself, to keep thinking. But the more I kept to myself, turning by half pivots in my dance steps, keeping in time to glance maybe at some girl’s eyes, but basically reeling, the more I also wanted to get back outside again, to have another look at Tulsa.


Edith came up to me. “Hey, we might go soon.”


On the walk back to our cars a pleasant worn-out quiet obtained. Cam hummed. I hoped for Edith’s sake that Cam had perhaps enjoyed herself. We were breezing along. Under the old streetlights the sidewalk was orange, paced with clusters of broken glass and colorless weeds.


I broke the silence: “I love this.”


“You looked like you were having a good time in there,” said Edith.


I was mute.


Edith continued: “Adrienne Booker’s having a birthday party this weekend. Do you want to come to that?”


I remembered an Adrienne, a pale intense girl with a broken nose – I always saw her eating lunch at the picnic table out by the prefabs. Usually alone. She had seemed poor, and yet not – she was always sitting up straight, leonine. I had never followed up or figured out who she was. Something must have happened to her, I thought. I didn’t remember her graduating. “She went to Franklin?”


“Yeah. There’ll be people you know. Actually the party’s at Chase Fitzpatrick’s house.”


I didn’t like the sound of that. I didn’t like people who I “knew.” Chase Fitzpatrick was a great preppie, insofar as I used that term. I wondered why Edith would be hanging out with him. Or this Adrienne. “Wasn’t Adrienne kind of a loner?”


“You know Booker Petroleum?” Edith asked.


“Yeah?”


“Adrienne Booker. She lives on top of the Booker.”


“Like the skyscraper?”


“She’s kind of disinherited, but still…”


I looked ahead of us at Cam, who was so diminutive, and who was zigzagging on down the sidewalk, bored again. She probably thought Tulsa was a trap.


“I think Adrienne would almost like you,” Edith said.


I came back to Tulsa that summer for different reasons. To prove that it was empty. And in hopes that it was not. After parting with Edith, I crossed the tracks. All this last week I had been driving, irritably, all over town. But now I had reason to feel I was getting somewhere. As I trudged up the sort of ramp street that led to the Center of the Universe, I heard someone talking. But it turned out to be just two boys, and they didn’t hassle me. They sat huddled in the lee of their wall, hoodies up, like old-fashioned wanderers, with the flame for their pipe in their faces. I sat in the wind. I had no accoutrement or explanatory bottle, but I was not embarrassed.


The sound of the boys’ lighter scorched up the sides of the buildings. I loved them – these skyscrapers. I had been to grand cities, ones with bigger more crenellated skylines – cities like battleships, bristling with darkness. But it was the simplicity of Tulsa’s skyline that had always stumped me.


I remembered on our way back into town as a little kid I always knew the place to suddenly strain on my seat belt, to catch the skyline swerving into view. This was how I always told myself we were home: like a fanfare of towers, downtown. It was supposed to be our castle.


Oh, we headed downtown for church, or for something like Disney on Ice, but the streets were pale, the sidewalks clean; you looked out from the car in vain for anything in the blank street-level walls to tell you Tulsa actually instantiated itself here, centrally. It was dead. It was only way out in the sprawl, in one-story multiplexes, that I ever formed a truly urban ideal, a Chicago or a Boston on-screen with its interlocking traffic and its smooth revolving doors, a downtown that could still swell with pedestrians, jammed and honking – sounds shut off perhaps when upstairs an actress closed the window in an elegant glass-walled penthouse, and the plot began.


That was how I always reserved the idea of such a life (the big city): that it was a lost art. If it existed in Tulsa it was floors above us. Or I saw traces here and there, as with the midtown Cherry Street bars we passed – people outside laughing, guffawing necklaced women – after picking my mom up from night school.


In high school I used to get up from the family supper table: I took my dad’s camera as a prop and I went downtown, riding the highway in, to the inner dispersal loop. You exit, retarding yourself down to twenty-five miles per hour on an empty four-lane boulevard; you stop at the useless stoplight, and your idling motor growls – like the monster who’s apparently eaten all nearby people, the street is so dead. Perhaps you get out and photograph some graffiti, or a broken window, but mostly the city’s not even vandalized, it’s just dead. I did once run into another photographer; she was female, wearing a puffy vest. We had both come down to the graveled shore of the reservoir, north of Haskell, when I heard her camera, shuttering, about forty feet upwind of me. She immediately turned away, and I followed her at a distance for several blocks until she got into a car and drove off. And then I flew away, to college. And now I was here again.
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I showed up to Chase’s party on what I thought was the late side. Cars were parked up and down the street so I drove two intersections further to find a space, and then had those two blocks to dally, meandering over people’s yards. I poked my head into the shadows of the porches of the big houses, and wondered what it would be like to own one.


I should have arranged to come with Edith, to arrive together – but hadn’t wanted to assume. I dreaded the scene. I had thought names like Chase Fitzpatrick’s were gone from my brain forever. A popular blond guy, an actor and a prince. A prankster and a rich kid. One heard that Chase was a pornographer – I couldn’t even evaluate statements like that. He did do movies, and once got permission to video the empty main hallway over the course of a weekend – which admittedly was kind of inscrutable and cool. But for me Chase was always going to be a guy who drove a new jeep, who stood in a circle with boys from the same families, and spat, ball caps carefully creased, on the high school parking lot. That’s what I thought I was walking into.


But the party, as it appeared from two driveways away, suggested something different. The kids looked rakish in the porch light; they didn’t have the puff and laundered abundance of Chase’s friends; they were slim and jagged, I could smell their hair spray, and cloves. They wouldn’t know me. I heard a girl laughing in the dark – fake, cackling, luxuriant. I didn’t mind. In my sports coat I was absurdly the authority figure who forgives the teenagers the earnestness of their pink hair and their dog collars: the policeman who has a daughter like that. The policeman calmly makes his way through the crowd.


Inside, however, was full of grown-ups. I was excited. The chandeliers were turned up bright, and amid a crosscurrent of kids men and women in their forties and fifties were talking at a medium volume, standing in groups and pairs indicative of broad interpenetrating acquaintanceship and soft manners. I heard loud dance music coming from another room, but no one seemed to mind. I walked among these grown-ups, contemptuous of their age but envious of their friendship, wondering if any of them wanted to stop me and ask me about something – about college, maybe. Stepping sideways out behind a particularly large man I saw the dessert table: Edith had a piece of cake in her mouth but motioned to me. “Come on,” she said, “I have to introduce you to Adrienne.”


“Who are all of these people?”


“It’s actually Chase’s mom has this party every year, and it always falls on Adrienne’s birthday. So kids come too.”


“Are Chase and Adrienne related?”


“Their families go way back.”


We couldn’t find Adrienne in the front part of the house, so we went on an expedition into the back. Edith led me upstairs and down, and the halls ran on forever. Chase lived in a house the size of a small space station – I could have entertained myself had Edith let me alone to look into all the rooms, ones with dormer nooks, one with a telescope, a library, ones with no furniture at all but walls of built-in closets. Alas, one of the downstairs rooms had a home theater, and it was full of kids.


And leaning against the far wall I saw the girl Adrienne. She stood like a statue in the flickering light of the screen. Her broken nose flashed in outline, like a glimpse of what I had remembered: but she looked taller, or was towering somehow; perhaps it was an effect of the light. At the projector, I saw Chase – looking bored – like the bull at the center of his labyrinth. I glanced again at Adrienne: she caught my eye looking.


On-screen: The picture was low-definition, from the seventies. A banquet. Naked young women carted in a large covered dish, stopped, removed the lid, and revealed a platter of different-colored feces. People whooped and clucked, clapping, and I tried to laugh too. I have a toothy grin where I tense up my jaw and bare my teeth, when I’m faking it. I didn’t dare look off from the screen. This was of course the kind of movie they watched. Not all of them laughed. Some cringed, some moaned: Edith pretended to throw up. But I stared straight ahead as if nothing had happened. On-screen a flaming match was held to a boy’s nipple, and the hand holding the match trembled.


We seemed to be toward the end of a long movie. Something else with shit was happening, but I scanned the audience – I glanced at Adrienne. She was scanning the audience too. She must have seen this movie before. She was surveying her friends in their bucket chairs, an impatient expression on her face. She wasn’t as pretty as the Italian girls on-screen, but she was as blond and clear-skinned as the prettiest of them, and seemed – a lot more alive. There was something in Adrienne’s face that made me root for her. Against Chase. Naturally assuming she was a captive of Chase.


When the movie flashed “FINE,” Adrienne was the first one up; she yanked at the pull-down screen, bending over in excellent jeans, leveraging her small buttocks back as if to ring a bell: she stood up with a glance at the crowd and strode to the back, her blond hair mobile, like plumage. People were applauding the movie. With the lights up, it was nice to see Adrienne in color: in her gray T-shirt, her arms pink. She high-fived Chase, and he captured her hand, holding her while she swayed.


Edith stood me up.


“This is Jim.”


“That was a serious movie,” I said.


“It was a piece of crap,” said Chase. But Adrienne was looking at me. She seemed oddly intent.


Someone burped. Other people had gotten up and were waiting to compliment Adrienne on the movie choice. They were all excited: the movie was banned in the U.S., apparently. Adrienne, whom in high school I’d taken for a social outcast, worked the crowd with a queenly efficiency. Some people got a smile, and that was it. I would have floated out of the room, but Edith made me stay. She had told Adrienne about me, I guessed. Briefly, there was a press. Chase elbowed by with film reels under his arm.


“Why did you pick that for your birthday?” a sleepy-looking boy asked Adrienne.


“Maybe it was kind of anti-birthday,” I suggested. But no one heard me. Everyone was eager to get out of there and away from that movie. The crush of people fizzed and was gone. A tall egg-shaped man leaned into the room. “Your aunt is leaving.” He gave Adrienne a look and disappeared.


Except for Edith and me, Adrienne was now alone. “What was your full name?” she asked me.


“Jim Praley.”


“Okay.” She took my arm. “Can I take him?”


Edith shooed me away, as if eager to get rid of me.


Adrienne steered me out into the hall. I felt mom-escorted, stiff-armed, institutionalized by these ladies.


“So Jim Praley. Are you having a good time at my party?”


“Well I love these hallways you have,” I said.


“They’re not really mine.”


“Right.”


“Why do you love them?”


“Because they seem so abstract.”


“Huh. Say more.”


“I guess because like the walls are plain, and with this carpeting – like they could be computer-generated, repeating on into forever.”


“And you love that.”


“Yeah. Like it could all have just come out of your head.”


“My head in particular?”


“Doesn’t it feel like I’m walking through a hallway in your head?”


She tried to feel. “Yeah. Maybe.”


“That’s what I love.”


She looked concerned and felt the brow of her head.


“Where are we going?” I asked.


“I have to go say goodbye to my aunt. And you have to protect me from her.” She looked at me. “The thing is, you go to Lydie’s old college.”


Except for an ironic glance at my sports coat, her aunt barely noticed me. She was all eyes on Adrienne, smiling over her niece, her bushy middle-aged hair sticking out, her lips appreciative.


“So this was fun!”


“It was fun,” Adrienne said. “Most things are fun.”


“Okay.” Her aunt took this in. She was leaving. In fact her driver had already started the car. “We didn’t kill each other!”


“No.”


“Rapprochement.”


“Rapprochement.”


Lydie crossed her fingers and shook them in the air, and climbed into the backseat of her town car.


“That was good,” Adrienne said, after the car had pulled out of the driveway. “That made a big difference.”


“Were you guys fighting?”


“Well, Chase always makes us be nice. At things like this.” Adrienne looked at her feet. “Back to the party now?”


Inside, the adults were drifting away. Most had come for a dinner, hosted by Mrs. Fitzpatrick and somebody named Albert Dooney – the egg-shaped man who had summoned Adrienne a second ago and who, I would learn, was a great local impresario. He specialized in youth but was capable of entertaining adults too. Through a door to the dining room I glimpsed a disheveled table loaded with boxed catered cakes slumped over on their doilies, and wineglasses, some still full. But the rest of that night was drinking out of plastic cups.


Under the chandeliers, Adrienne proceeded to command an unceasing rotation of well-wishers. The general mill geared up around her and caught, like a chain. My sense was that she was not intimate with these people – she did not have Edith’s hungry gregariousness. Rather, Adrienne had a gift I had learned to observe in college in the very greatest undergraduate politicians: to turn every conversation into a kind of checkup, a set of top-down questions on the person interviewed. She gave nothing of herself – she ended the conversation whenever she liked, and with an air of accomplishment. This is hard to do to your peers. I guessed that maybe not all the other kids liked it. But there seemed to be wide respect for Adrienne.


I had volunteered to bartend, and over the next hour had conversations with a half dozen disconnected people, pouring them drinks – “I don’t know how to open this bottle,” I said, hilarious. The alcohol made me graceful, and I happily took up position basically manning a keg, passing sloshing cups of beer off to strangers – Adrienne had glanced to say goodbye. A boy with tattooed crosses on his wrists showed me how to prime a new keg, and I started pumping. I was drunk for a while. People came and went, and I asked them for their orders as if I was an old hand, a proprietor at his counter. “What’ll you have?!” A guy I barely remembered from freshman year of high school came to relieve me, and I welcomed him like an ancient friend – he didn’t have any idea who I was but he seemed pleased enough, accepting my vigorous handshake and obliging my sudden interest in his name and in his Franklin class.


Upstairs I found Edith manning a bay-window bench, a salon at her feet. I swung into the room having forgotten that it was Edith who had invited me or that I owed Edith anything for that. I stretched out beside her and told her all about my doing. “I don’t know if I realized this in high school,” I said, “but Adrienne Booker’s sort of impressive.” I fingered the curtain philosophically.


Edith stuck out her tongue. “Some boys would say… sort of stuck up.”


“I’m stuck up too.” I gestured out the black window. I was feeling magnificently hollow. “But she’s better at it. There’s more to it with her.”


“Did you meet Lydie?”


I raised my eyebrows and put my arm around Edith’s waist. My head was resting on her shoulder. “Yes. Next time I see her I’m going to ask her for her niece’s hand in marriage.”


Edith shooed away the vodka bottle that Cam, herself half slumped against the bay-window bench, raised up like a friendly elephant, nudging against my leg. I got up and took a cup of Hawaiian Punch instead: “You can taste the huge molecules of NutraSweet, rolling around like brambles in your mouth.”


“There are other girls downstairs,” said Edith.


“Yes but they’re not deep – Adrienne is like a new level.”


“You seem like you want more a girlfriend.”


I rolled my eyes. “What is more? Is it more girlfriendly to be less like Adrienne? I think Adrienne’s pretty nice.” I thought I had to account for my being the only male in the room so I went over and put a couch cushion over my face. “I am sorry I feel so like a minotaur I should go to another room.”


Eventually I laid my head in Cam’s lap. Her thighs were small, and slippery on account of her Chinese pants. So I had to have my head squarely in her lap. “What do you think of these Tulsa kids?” I asked.


“They’re a bunch of drunks,” Cam said.


“That’s why they’re so great.”


“Do you like being drunk?” she asked.


“I think so. Should I not?”


“Some people hate it the first time.”


“Why?” I asked.


“They miss having control of themselves.”


“When I am sober I have no control. I am forced to just watch myself doing nothing.”


The party was never going to end.


At some point, as if it had been raining, it stopped, or something, and the party flowed out back. I discovered a brick terrace beneath my feet, and beyond that was grass, and then great trees. The night air had turned to aloe.


The yards in this neighborhood were vast and irregularly shaped. It was like the trees went on in a continuous great wood, feeding into all the greatest backyards of Tulsa. Maybe they backed out onto Philbrook even. Philbrook was an oilman’s palazzo that eons ago had been converted into an art museum, the type of institution to which a field trip might be taken – its grounds, with a long reflecting pool and sloping greenswards, were, in spite of my growing up in a region supposedly rural, the most Arcadian thing I had ever had. We even went to A Midsummer Night’s Dream there, performed on a summer night. And the back stairs of Chase’s porch plashed down into the same swanlike curls as Philbrook’s, having the same Italianate elegance that had so taken, apparently, the oil barons who built Tulsa.


I stepped down onto the grass and walked anonymously through shadowy congregations of kids smoking in the dark. Some people ahead of me were skinny-dipping; I wandered further into the woods, in the moonlight, until I came all alone to a huge table, a monolithic piece of patio furniture inlaid with mother-of-pearl, a zodiac design. I stared. As I picked my way back towards the house I almost thought that table had frightened me. I was glad to get back under the yellow light of the windows. Somebody had put out chicken sandwiches, and I ate one, having found a terrace rail where I could sit and sift my thoughts.


The sandwich was good. I guessed I had done well at this party. I thought of Adrienne Booker mainly. Would there be more parties like this, or were there places around town I would run into her? I somehow very much doubted she would go somewhere like Retro Night. But whatever existed out there, I now was into it. Edith would show me. Unless Adrienne occupied a whole higher level, maybe. I had come back down onto the grass and was now testing the lock of a basement door – which opened onto a sturdy flight of steps. With the last part of the sandwich in my cheek, I retreated down these steps and wandered through the basement. I was alert to the creak of floorboards above me: the party went on up there, with me down here, walking on concrete.


Every lightbulb had a little string, which I pulled, leaving them on behind me. It was endless, like an antique storehouse, with paths narrowly uncurled between banks of shrouded furniture. I found an English saddle, moldy but eloquently shaped, like a strenuous black tongue. I noted the boxes and boxes of wineglasses, and the velvet-lined strongboxes, organized with silver: From different grandparents, devolving here? I discovered a terribly realistic bear mask, made out of what felt like real fur, but with man-made underpinnings, cheeks and chin lined with paisley handkerchief material. And the snout, looking back at me, was lambskin-soft, wrinkled like a glove, tipped with tortoiseshell nostrils.


I put the mask to my face and began walking around like that. Now, this was right: two peepholes to look out from, and the rest furred, as Muppet-foolish as it was scary. I advanced toward a set of indoor stairs, to go up, determined to make a hit.


But someone was coming. At the top, a door knocked open, and suddenly there were lots of voices tumbling down into the basement. I froze. I didn’t like getting caught down here. I didn’t want to take the mask off. “Hallarghhh,” I called, in a jesting, gargling voice.


A troop of five or six people, including both Adrienne and Edith, clumped at the foot of the stairs. Adrienne cocked her head. “What’s that?” I decided to remove the mask. Adrienne remembered my name: “Jim.”


She looked to Edith, since I was Edith’s charge. But Edith appeared doubtful. Adrienne was rippling with curiosity. “What’s that mask?”


I turned it around and held it up to Adrienne’s face.


She stood there, a slender bear. “You’re too tall for it,” I said.


People wondered what was happening. Adrienne realized they were waiting. “We’re going to take some pills,” she told me. “Do you want to share one?”


Chase was not among them, and neither was Cam. I had never taken drugs. “Sure,” I said.


Although we were alone in the basement, we all shuffled into an empty side room for added privacy. Edith, who had intuited so much, drew beside me, and would have counseled me on the drug we were taking. But I jerked away from her. They had the pills out on the table. “We’ll need a good knife,” said Edith, “in order to split Adrienne’s pill.” I was half ashamed to be obliging Adrienne to share, but didn’t want to beg off. “There’s a lot of silver down here,” I said, and rushed off to get something out of the chests I had discovered. What I happened on though was not a knife but a wicked pair of filigreed scissors, scoop-handled to be used by a fancy lady wearing lots of rings but then stubby in the blades – like a fat-lipped pelican.


“The poultry shears will do it,” one boy said, randomly exultant when I brandished the scissors back in the room. People sort of applauded.


But the pills were the powdery kind – like aspirin – and Edith said we should get something more like a box cutter or a straight razor. “Whatever,” Adrienne said. She held the pill we were going to share between her fingertips, clamped the scissors over it, and squeezed, holding the whole operation away from her body disdainfully. People inspected the results. Two good crumbs waited, though a significant fraction had been pulverized, and powder was exploded on the floor.


“I’m sure that’s enough for me,” I put in.


“You should snort it,” they said, in reference to the wasted powder. “Put it on your gums.”


Adrienne chucked me on the elbow: she wanted to make eye contact while we swallowed our crumbs.


Then everyone, with a ceremony that surprised me, took their pills and went quiet. We moved the table out of the way and sat down on the dirty concrete floor, and waited.


It was like a séance. We could hear bumps and, much more immediate, some footsteps creaking above us, and occasionally a muffled yelp of some kind.


I realized that the party was going to keep going for a long, long time.


I wondered if, in about five minutes, we were all going to start crawling across the floor and kissing each other.


Then: “I’m feeling it,” said one of the boys.


“We should talk about something,” said Edith, in her normal impassive voice. But her face was broken out in a rictus of ecstasy.


Soon the room was ballistic with chatter. There was a piano, somewhere down here. Somebody was going to play. We were going to be able to enjoy the experience “without anyone else interrupting.”


I assumed that my pill was having its effect as well but that I was so inhibited, and so inexperienced, that I did not realize it – I would have to figure out how to pick out some subtle inkling and jockey it up into my cerebrum:


Adrienne had squatted down next to me. She was nimble. “We may not have gotten enough to feel it,” she said. She was anxious, as if I was the customer.


“It’s fine,” I wanted to assure her, “even a half feeling – I’m just glad for the experience.”


“Sometimes you need the full thing…” She gestured, inarticulate.


“Like to trigger it?”


She opened her palms, in a gesture of revelation.


“Maybe it would be better if it didn’t work,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you.”


“Yes?”


I had no idea what I was going to say next. “I found some stuff in the backyard,” I managed. “We could go look at it.”


She thought, nodded slowly, and rose.


The others would have made a fuss had they found out our pill didn’t work. Who knows what they did think. Adrienne stood me up by the hand and pulled me out of the room.


We climbed up the stairs and out the door, onto the grass. “It’s somewhere,” I said, and we jogged into the woods. We had to slow, and start walking; it was dark. I spotted the stone table. “It was in the moonlight earlier.” I took out the tiny LED flashlight my mother had given me, the kind that links to your key chain – “To get to your car at night,” my mother had said.


I waved the light at the table’s reflective inlay. “It’s a zodiac, but not our typical Greek one.” I shone the light on a round of figures, a peacock, a crab, a priapic chef –


“What’s that thing?” She nicked away my key chain, as simple as a thief.


The device was triangular, like a guitar pick. When you pressed on it, an LED ignited beneath the translucent blue plastic and a beam of light flew out.


“I should paint this,” she said.


“What?”


She closed her eyes, smashing the blue light in front of one eyelid, and then the other.


I tried to think what painterly techniques would come into play. “It would be incredibly hard to get the effect right,” I said.


Adrienne wasn’t paying attention.


“It’s an alien eyeball,” I said.


She fondled the key chain. “It is an eye.”


“So you paint?”


She looked toward the house. “I want to be a painter,” she said.


We lay down on the table and were staring up at the leaves and stars. Of course Adrienne had seen all this before, this table, she was a regular in this house. “Do you need to go back to the party?” I asked.


“No.” It was like five minutes passed. “Also I want to be a priest,” she said. Her voice was like sand. “I took a personality test and it said I had the three attributes. Faith, dignity, and zeal.”


I looked to see if she was kidding. But she was dignified. Even lolling her head, abstracted.


“This thing we’re on is like a cromlech,” I said.


“What’s that?”


“An ancient druidic, like, sacrificial table.”


“Edith said you were a poet.”


“I want to be.”


Adrienne sat up. “Tell me why.”


She was prepared to take me seriously, if I wanted. I tried to think. “I want to be a poet so that I can actually write good poetry,” I said. “I want to be very good.”


She nodded. “Because you think you already are, right?”


“Yeah.”


A long moment passed. We both lay in the dark. When the wind blew, we could hear the leaves whispering all around us, but we couldn’t see them.


Adrienne turned to me. “When you think about your work… are you frightened?”


“No. But I know what you mean. I will be someday.”


“Yeah.” Casually darting, Adrienne got up and walked away from the table. “Come on,” she said.


We walked deeper into the trees, until we stood at Chase’s back fence. The next house behind slowly became visible. It was taking on shape, an imposing outline against the just-blueing sky.


“Do you want to go over?” she asked.


“You know them?”


“No.”


I had to haul myself over – to be so athletic was a strange breakthrough, on top of everything else.


She walked ahead of me on the neighbor’s lawn. It looked like in a silent movie when they film night scenes in the day. An elegant woman at a garden party – until she looked back at me and acknowledged the thrill of it. I ran to catch up. “Do you want to swim?”


I considered: if she wanted to swim, what that would mean. But she seemed up for something else as well.


“I want to keep going over fences,” I said.


We traveled laterally, crossing over into another backyard, and another. Each one was like its own aquarium, planted with its owner’s choice of plant, ornamented with its own plastic castle, or gazebo, or jungle gym, sunk in its own blue. I thought of the home owners I knew, people’s parents. There was something pitiful about backyards, people having them. The notion that they were private. “We’re running through people’s dreams,” I called to Adrienne. “Like cycling through them while they’re asleep.”


We were literally running, alert to each yard’s obstacles, deerlike, but sufficiently full-tilt to make ordinary conversation impossible; some people talk while they jog – it was all we could do to lash out with second-by-second commentary, streaming flayed ribbons of conversation behind us.


A light came on and we instinctively dove into the grass. I remember it was a set of big bay windows, we saw a woman in silhouette, as if in a lightning strike, her hand attached to the pull-chain. I remember trumpet vine, and a wooden lattice with a hooped garden hose. We looked at each other, and immediately got up running. I ran on; I made no silent apology to the home owner.


I was helping her up a poured concrete wall, molded with pillars. “We should break into one of them,” she said. “Don’t you think?”


“We probably should.” I pictured an unlocked back door, a narrow hall, with faintly visible photographs on the walls, like a museum. And then opening a refrigerator to steal orange juice and being afraid of the light that spilled out.


But we kept running. It was obvious, I think from the way the air smelled, that morning would be coming soon. In the next yard we stopped, as if in celebration of something. Adrienne’s eyes were big, her shoulders thrown back, breathing.


I spoke: “I wonder if we can get to Philbrook through these yards.”


“What?”


“I think it’s on this block.”


“I don’t know Jim – I’m lost.” She came out with this very nonchalantly and grabbed my shirt and pulled me onwards. My jacket, I realized. My jacket was streaked with grass. My parents had bought it for me to go to college.


“Come on,” she was already saying – we squatted down in some mulch and hunched our way underneath the branches of a low-hanging cherry tree, waddling into a kind of bower someone had anciently built, with hedges planted on two sides for privacy. There was memorably a birdbath. She rocked back and forth where she was squatting and then stuck out both arms and pushed me over into the dirt-grass.


On top of me, Adrienne was neither lascivious nor chaste; she was simply very straightforward. She unbuttoned my fly like untying a shoe. She was quick. I was so in awe of her that I forgot to kiss back. She moved her lips from place to place with methodical deliberateness. She was a type of partner new to me. And half the sucking that I did was just buying time. Anyway she got bored and yanked my pants off. It was light now, not very, but enough for me to see our nakedness in true color. She was whiter than me. She maintained herself on top of me, and had the stage presence to let me totally imprint on her as being the image of the memory we were making, limp back, chin raised, neck red.


It reached into my fundamental idea of “morning” and messed it up; we rolled over. I was on top. “You have to come on the grass,” she said. But I was not going to come. I was too excited.


The sounds Adrienne was making seemed connected up to a story I hadn’t followed. I couldn’t tell if she was faking it or not. She probably just loved to make noise.


We finally stopped. She looked into my eyes, greedily aware of what she had done. Dogs were barking somewhere.


“I think the dogs are coming this way,” I said. I had to recover some sense of my voice. She didn’t reply. She grasped me so suddenly it hurt. I was intimidated, and she laughed. One thing I could do was I crawled back on top of her and so she had to let go.


“Your arms are getting dirty,” I said. I felt the breeze on my hip.


We continued for a long time, silently now. The sun was rising over the people’s back wall, and I was the one raising it. It got brighter and warmer the more I went. I always think about this of course. I have tried to measure the added amount of that second time, and how much it accounted for. I want to know whether I won Adrienne, or just lucked into her. I try to measure it when I listen to slow music, and I compare it to that music. It is like the music might stop, if I listen hard enough. When I look at cold statues I remember the sweat on Adrienne’s chest. She was not loud that second time, she was intent, and she looked into my eyes so much that we suddenly became friends. I started laughing. It seemed like a place to stop.


It was because of the birds chirruping right above us that I had started laughing. “You have to go,” she whispered.


“Can’t we hide here?” I asked, taking her hand.


She suited up and stood waiting as I tucked in my shirt. She led me out straight by the people’s back windows and around the side of their house.


“Is this okay?”


We came out on open lawn, in the sun, on a quiet street. It wasn’t even clear which house this lawn belonged to, these houses were so far apart and the lawns were continuous – and in the morning humidity I could hear the brrrum of a central AC start up. I wished that we could get inside one of the houses. I would have liked to sit on someone’s nice furniture and drink orange juice.


“Do you know where we are?” I asked.


“You go now.” She smiled.


“Won’t you walk me to my car?”


“Nope.” She was already backing away, going in the other direction.


I waved, stiffly. She drew herself up and patted the air between us, pushing me off like a boat.


For the first block not one car passed, but then on the next street there were two or three. Did they realize? The dew was burning off the yards I passed, and if I stretched my arm out over the grass, I could feel the waves of heat. It smelled sour. I found Philbrook; I was going to hop the wall and invade the grounds except I had to pee. And I didn’t want to desecrate anything. My parents would be on their way to church by now, I calculated. I would drive home, but I would have to wait an hour or two before they came back and I could confront them. So I drove slowly. I stopped at a QuikTrip, to use the bathroom. It was over-air-conditioned and smelled like tile cleaner. Wherever I had left the bear mask, I mused, I did not know – I thought of that house I had been in as an intricate novel, one I had read too fast but could unwind, later, and rethink, in my notebooks. I dried my hands and rushed out into the main part of the convenience store, and fixed myself an amaretto cappuccino, and with the clerk I counted out my bills audibly, like my father sometimes did.
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