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Shut up kiss me hold me tight


Angel Olsen












In the House by the Line & Twine


When I was in eighth grade my sister helped kill another girl. She was in love, my mother said, like it was an excuse. She didn’t know what she was doing. I had never been in love then, not really, so I didn’t know what my mother meant, but I do now.


This was in Ashaway, Rhode Island, outside Westerly, down along the shore. That fall we lived in a house by the river, across the road from the mill where my grandmother had met my grandfather. The Line & Twine was closed, posted with rusty NO TRESPASSING signs, but just above the dam someone had snipped a hole in the fence with bolt cutters so you could sneak in the back. We used to roller-skate up and down the aisles between the dusty looms, Angel weaving, teaching me how to do crossovers and go backwards. She could do spins like an ice-skater, her hands making shapes in the air. I wanted to do spins and be graceful like her, but I was chubby and a klutz and when I stood beside her in church I was invisible. My mother said I shouldn’t worry, that in time I’d find my special talent. “I was a late bloomer,” she said, as if that was supposed to be comforting. What if I didn’t have a special talent? I wanted to ask. What if a hopeless nerd was all I’d ever be?


My mother’s talent was finding new boyfriends and new places for us to live. She worked as a nurse’s aide at the Elms, an old folks’ home in Westerly where my great-aunt Mildred lived, and didn’t make any money. Fridays she’d come home and change, brushing her hair out, making up her face, using too much perfume. She’d been a cheerleader and could dance. She dieted, or tried to. Facing the narrow mirror on her closet, she complained that nothing fit her anymore. I used to look like you, she told Angel, like a threat, and it was true, in her old pictures they could have been twins. If she’d wanted to, she said, she could have married a doctor, but they were all assholes. Your father was sweet.


We knew our father was sweet. What we didn’t understand was when he’d become an asshole, or why. My grandmother had never liked him because his family was Portuguese. He’d tricked my mother into turning Catholic and then abandoned her. Never trust a Port-a-gees, she said, like it was a joke. I had his dark hair and eyes, so what did that make me?


My mother’s boyfriends tried to be sweet, but they were strangers. Sometimes they paid our rent and sometimes we split it. When they broke up with my mother—suddenly, drunkenly, their shouting jerking us from sleep—we would have to move again. Like her, we were always rooting for things to work out, far beyond where we should have. Our father was gone, and our mother couldn’t stop wanting to be in love. “I swear this is the last time,” she’d say, dead sober, and a month later she’d bring home another loser. They seemed to be getting younger and scruffier, which Angel thought was a bad sign. My mother didn’t seem to notice. In the beginning, everything was new. She lost weight and kissed us too much and made promises she couldn’t keep.


The last had been a deckhand named Wes who brought home lobsters and called her “Care” and took us to Block Island to ride bikes, until one night he smashed her phone when she tried to call the cops on him. Neither of them was bleeding, so the cops didn’t charge anyone. “You guys are useless,” my mother said. “Yeah,” one of them said, “that’s why we’re here at one in the morning, cause we got nothing better to do.” We were living in the top half of a duplex, and the next morning while Wes was out dragging the Sound, the three of us lugged everything we could carry down the stairs and shoved it in my mother’s car.


The house by the Line & Twine was for sale, but in 2009 no one was going to buy it. My grandmother had worked in accounting with the owners, snowbirds who’d shipped off to Florida long before the Crash. Like most of the houses on River Road, it had been sitting empty for years. There was moss on the shingles and weeds in the gutters.


My grandmother came over to help us clean the kitchen. She brought her rubber gloves. “It’s not the Taj Mahal,” she said.


“It’s fine,” my mother said, as if we wouldn’t be there long. “Angel Lynn. Quit with the face.”


“I didn’t say anything,” she said, scowling.


“You don’t have to.”


I didn’t say anything. I hardly ever said anything, afraid of making things worse. I watched them like a scorekeeper, silently recording every slight and insult, every failure to be kind. I was thirteen, and like all children, had an overdeveloped sense of justice. I wanted everyone to be happy, despite our actual lives.


At the duplex, Angel and I had shared a bedroom. Here we each had our own, our doors closed. Lying in bed, I missed her texting with her friends long after I’d stopped reading, the glow on her face as she concentrated soothing as a nightlight. My secret wish was that when I started high school I would magically turn into her, that I would inherit her powers, not just her looks and toughness but the confidence that attracted people to her, the knowledge that no matter what, she would always be wanted. Now, without her, in the dark, with the road silent and the river spilling over the dam behind the Line & Twine, that dream seemed even more unreachable.


Our father hadn’t completely abandoned us. He still came by to do repairs like fixing the doorbell or snaking the shower drain, a constant problem with our long hair. He had us every second weekend, taking us surfcasting, letting us drive his truck on the beach. The summer people were gone, the mansions where he did landscaping shuttered for the season, their spiked iron gates chained. The clam shacks and Del’s Lemonade stands were closed, and we’d end up in town for lunch at One Fish Two Fish, a grease pit in an old Burger King where we’d gone when we were little. It still had the original bright yellow-and-orange Formica booths, the tabletops chipped and dirty at the edges, every stray grain of salt visible. We didn’t have a lot to say to one another, as if we were afraid of giving away secrets that might be used against us. We talked about school mostly, and Angel’s job at CVS. He had an apartment in Pawcatuck over a Chinese restaurant, the whole place saturated with the smell of burnt cooking oil. He had to move the heavy sea chest he used as a coffee table to set up the pullout couch from Bob’s he’d bought just for us, the same faded Little Mermaid sheets every time, though we’d long outgrown Ariel. Sunday, while my mother and grandmother were at church, we slept late and he made us waffles, another leftover from our childhood, before delivering us home. In our driveway, letting us out, he gave us each a twenty, as if tipping us. For our mother, sometimes he had a check and sometimes he didn’t, depending on how business was. They fought bitterly over money, which embarrassed us, and it was a good weekend when he had the full payment. I stayed on the porch to wave him away while our mother and Angel went inside.


“How was it?” our mother asked. “What did you all do?”


“Nothing,” we said. “The usual.”


She wasn’t really interested, and we were already searching for clues to what she’d done with her weekend, sniffing the air for any hint of weed or body spray, checking the ashtrays for Marlboro butts, the recycling bin for extra beer bottles.


One Sunday, Angel found the foil corner of a condom wrapper under our mother’s nightstand. She showed it to me on the palm of her hand like evidence.


“So what?” I pretended I wasn’t frightened by the idea of another stranger taking over our home.


“So she’s fucking someone.”


“Der.”


“She was probably fucking drunk. She probably didn’t even know the guy. I’m so grossed out right now. She’s such a fucking skank.”


I wanted to defend our mother. She was lonely and didn’t know what else to do. “At least he’s not still here.”


“Just wait,” Angel said, and she was right.


The next Friday our mother warned us that Russ was coming to pick her up. He was a fireman but also had a landscaping business. We expected him to have a truck like our father, but the car that pulled up was a little silver Honda like our grandmother’s. Russ was shorter than our mother, and bald, with thick bifocals and a salt-and-pepper beard and a gut that stuck out over his belt. Instead of skinny jeans and motorcycle boots, he wore forest-green corduroys and brown loafers. He had a chunky class ring, and shook our hands limply, like Reverend Ochs after church. Our mother made a point of saying they were going out to dinner, then to a movie at the Stonington Regal, as if they hadn’t met at a bar.


“Weird,” Angel said as we watched them drive off.


“Yeah.”


“He’s like Papa Smurf.”


“That’s mean,” I said.


“Oh Carol, I want to put my smurf in your smurf. I’m going to smurf you all smurf smurf.”


I slapped her on the shoulder and we laughed, bumping into each other like teammates.


“Oh my God,” she said. “What if he’s the one?”


“Stop.”


“It’s sad, actually. It’s like she’s giving up.”


“He’s not that bad,” I said, because I thought she was still joking, but when I looked at her she was wiping away tears.


“Ange, come on.”


She turned her back so I wouldn’t see and reached for a tissue, blew. She hated to cry, thinking it made her weak, but she cried all the time. “It’s so fucked-up. She’s just going to make it worse. You make a mistake, you fix it, you don’t make it again, you know?”


“Yeah,” I said, but I was too frightened to admit I didn’t know what we were talking about anymore. Her boyfriend Myles, I guessed, because normally Angel would be with him, the two of them cocooned in their own little world. By the time I realized what she meant, it was too late.


The girl my sister helped kill was named Birdy Alves. On the news they called her Beatriz, but everyone at school called her Birdy. She played soccer and softball and worked at the D’Angelo on Granite Street. She was petite, with big eyes and a heart-shaped face. Like Angel, she was popular, but she was from Hopkinton, a totally different clique.


Right around Halloween, Birdy Alves disappeared. For weeks the whole state was looking for her. Every night we’d see her face on the Providence news. If you have any information, they said, please call the Hopkinton police.


I loved my sister. I didn’t want to believe she’d lie to me. Even now I want to believe she was trying to tell the truth that night our mother went out with Russ the firefighter, to warn me not to be like her. She might have. Nothing had happened yet. Later the police would put dates to everything, but for now we were two girls alone in a house on a Friday night with nowhere to go. We made popcorn and snuggled under an afghan on the couch with the lights out and watched Mystic Pizza, one of my mother’s favorites, trading the bowl back and forth, our feet in each other’s laps. She was Julia Roberts, I was Lili Taylor. It didn’t matter that half the time she was on her phone. We didn’t have to speak. All I wanted was to be close to her like this, the two of us laughing at the same places. She was the only one who knew what we’d both been through, and I liked to think we were inseparable, bound by more than just blood. We weren’t happy that fall, in that rotting, underwater house, with everything we’d already lost, and everything still to come, but lying safe and warm under my grandmother’s afghan, eating popcorn and stealing glances at my funny, beautiful sister as the light played over her face, I wished we could stay there forever.
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Saturday Birdy’s supposed to work her regular shift, ten to six, or so she’s told everyone. Coming out of her mouth, it sounds like an alibi, the times too precise, when there’s no need. Everyone knows her schedule.


Last night she couldn’t sleep, and the light in the bathroom’s too bright. In the mirror, the lacy red bra she’s saved for today looks cheap, like she’s trying too hard. She buttons her ugly uniform over it, ties her hair back, ducking her chin, trying not to meet her eyes. They’re bloodshot and watery, not how she wants to look for him, and now she’s caught, unable to look away.


What kind of person is she? Doesn’t just asking that mean she has a conscience? She can’t answer, lets the question pass. She’s not going to stop anyway, so what’s the point? Everything’s wrong. It’s cold and supposed to rain, canceling her daydreams of walking hand in hand with him on the beach, spreading a blanket in the dunes and lying down beside him to watch the clouds sail by. Behind her, sprawled on the bath mat, their cocker Ofelia watches her brush her teeth and rub lotion into her hands, stands before she’s finished and points at the door, wagging her stubby tail like Birdy might take her with her.


“Stop. I can’t open it when you’re in my way.” She understands she’s being mean, but that only makes her more impatient. Ofelia knows her work clothes.


In her room she slips her makeup bag into her purse and sees she has one piece of gum left.


It’s a bad idea, the whole thing. She’s always thought of herself as honest, not perfect but good at heart, and the ease with which she’s become this new, reckless Birdy is confusing, as if someone or something else has taken control of her. It’s a kind of possession, a power greater than herself that at once exalts and leaves her helpless. It’s not worth losing Hector over, yet here she is, already lost herself. Sometimes she doesn’t care. Sometimes she wants to be nothing. The desire scares her, like her desire for Myles, at once baffling and all-consuming.


Downstairs her mother is sewing baby clothes for Birdy’s new niece Luz in the Florida room, singing an old fado to herself like her grandmother used to. My friend, I hate to leave you. The machine chatters, stops, chatters again. If she could just sneak out without having to face her mother, she thinks, but the stairs, the door, the whole house creaks. Ofelia bounds down ahead of her, giving her away, the traitor. Before descending each step, Birdy has to think, like she’s forgotten how to walk.


The machine chatters as she pulls on her puffy coat. She could go, just make a break for it, but she stands with her keys in hand, waiting for the needle to stop.


“I’m leaving,” she calls.


With a scraping her mother gets up from her chair and comes to see her off, tottering on her bad knees, the good water glasses inside the hutch tinkling as she crosses the dining room. Her mother is the wisest person she knows, attuned to the whole family’s moods. She knew Josefina was pregnant with Luz before Josefina did. Now Birdy’s sure she can tell, and hugs her too tightly, makes a show of taking her stupid visor from its peg. Everything she does is a lie.


“We’re having meatballs for supper. I figured I’d use up that hamburger before it goes bad.”


“Good idea.”


“Can you grab some Parmesan on your way home?”


“Sure,” she says, knowing she’ll never remember. She’ll have to set a reminder on her phone.


Outside, the sky’s brighter than she expected, light trying to break through the clouds. In the car it’s a relief to slide on her sunglasses, like they might hide her, but there she is in the mirror, eyeless, alien. She might be an assassin from the future, coolly carrying out her mission, except she can’t stop her thoughts. On the radio, the DJ makes a joke about the rain, talking over the opening of Rihanna’s “Umbrella,” and she turns it off. When Myles had texted her, asking what she was doing Saturday, she threw her hands up and danced around her room like she’d won something. Now she has to remind herself that people do this all the time. She’s not special.


She drives like she’s going to work, down through Ashaway, where Hector’s already punched in at the Liquor Depot. It’s twenty-five miles an hour here, a speed trap to catch beach traffic coming off of 95. She doesn’t want to get stopped, and slows as she passes the lot, hoping he’ll see her go by, proof of her innocence. She searches for his Charger with its expensive rims—parked safely at the far end where no one can scratch the paint. When they first started dating, he’d come visit her at lunchtime, giving her his order, until she told him she didn’t like it.


“What? I think you look cute in your uniform.”


“I do not look cute, so don’t, okay? I’m not joking.”


“Okay,” he said, disappointed, as if she were spoiling his fun. Lately Hector makes her feel as if she’s being stingy, fending him off when he wants to hold her closer. He loves her, he says. He wants to marry her someday, have a houseful of babies like Kelvim and Josefina. He always wants something she’s unwilling to give. How can she explain that she barely thinks of him? He never listens anyway. Myles asks her to tell stories about herself and hears every word.


Beyond the village post office, the speed limit changes back to forty, the oil-black river flashing through the trees, foaming over low dams. She’s passed the long mill and the granite works with its uncut headstones a thousand times, so why do they call to her today? It’s not just her mood, it’s a spooky time of year. The leaves are turning, Halloween’s not that far off. They’ve already decorated at work, the front window hung with gauzy cotton spiderwebs. She imagines herself there, prepping for lunch, the doors locked, her biggest worry Sandra jamming the slicer.


She told Mr. Futterman she had a wedding to go to, making up a cousin. She knew he’d be fine with it. She never asks for Saturdays off, and the day shift is easy to cover.


Normally she’d take 3 all the way into Westerly. Now, before signaling for the turn onto the bypass, she checks her mirrors as if she’s being followed—only a Roto-Rooter van that shoots past as she slows and takes the on-ramp. The bypass is a single lane each way, separated by a Jersey wall. Even in the off-season there’s a steady line of traffic. She merges and settles in behind a pickup, just as the first drops of rain dot the windshield.


“You couldn’t wait, could you?” She pulls off her sunglasses, folds them with one hand and drops them into the cupholder with her phone. A sprinkle at first, the rain gradually accelerates, tapping the glass, and by the time she reaches the light at the Post Road she has her wipers on high.


Again, the day is ruined, every sign arrayed against them. She can still end this, curl through the lot of the Stop & Shop and head back, swing by Elena’s and confess before she does anything stupid, the two of them laughing at her Mission: Impossible trip. Chica, what are you thinking? I mean, Myles Parrish, boy is fine—I’m sorry, Hector—but what in the actual fuck are you thinking?


I don’t know, Birdy thinks, but it’s a lie. Anyone can see how her plan is going to turn out. She just doesn’t want to take responsibility for it, as if she has no choice.


The light changes and she goes straight, past the entrance of the CVS and the Stop & Shop. Beside her, unbroken for a mile, runs the fence of the airport where the planes that tow the advertising banners for Foxwoods and Narragansett and the Wilcox Tavern take off. During the summer she’s sat here in traffic with carloads of friends, and knows every restroom. Originally she’d weighed changing at the 99 Restaurant but worried that someone might see her. It’s safer to do it farther down, at the park with the tennis courts, where she can lock the door.


With the rain, she’s the only one there. The concrete floor is muddy with footprints and there’s nowhere to hang her coat. She uses the knob, securing the collar with the straps of her purse. The air’s dank, and when she pulls off her uniform tunic, a shiver ripples through her, raising goosebumps. She yanks on the top she’s brought—a form-fitting ribbed red velour he likes—plucking at the shoulders in the mirror to get it to sit right. The fluorescent lighting is flat, and she leans across the sink to redo her eyeliner and brush on lip gloss, then stands back to appraise the transformation. This week she’s second-guessed every choice of hers, and she’s relieved to see there was no need. She’s tempted to take a selfie—before and after—but just rolls up her tunic and shoves it in her purse, hauls her coat on and gets going, afraid of being late.


Back in the car she pops her last stick of gum and chews, her mouth filling with a sweet juice. She’s close now. The road is so familiar, yet everything looks strange—giant boulders and dead rhododendrons on both sides, broken lobster traps for mailboxes. A decommissioned buoy sits rusting in someone’s front yard, the bottom dented like an old pot. She crests the final hill and there’s the sea in the distance, a dark line. Far offshore, a ray of sunshine slants from a gap in the clouds, bronzing the water, picking out a tiny fishing boat. As she approaches the light at Shore Road, on cue it drops to green and she coasts through. After how much it’s cost her to get here, it feels too easy.


The last half mile the land is absolutely flat, meadows edged with fallen stone walls, ponds and marshlands ringed with shaggy reeds. The pastel motels and gray-shingled guest cottages are closed, their driveways roped off. NO TURNAROUNDS, a sign anchored by a whitewashed concrete block says, as if she still could. The sidewalks are empty, only a few puffed-up gulls perched on pilings, the wind ruffling their feathers. Ahead, where the road T-bones Atlantic Avenue, a police SUV cruises through the intersection, startling her. She waits an extra second at the stop sign before turning the other way, passing a nostalgic four-sided clock showing the wrong time, and there in front of her, beyond the padlocked batting cages and go-kart track, spreads her destination, the vast asphalt parking lot of the state beach.


The lot’s shaped like a racetrack, a giant oval with the entrance at the finish. On Governor’s Bay Day, when admission’s free, she and her friends have waited hours to file through the tollbooths, inching along the guardrail, so close, sometimes getting turned away, paying extra to park in people’s yards. Today there’s no line. As she follows the road around, she’s surprised to see anyone, but there are always diehards. In the near corner, just past the last ramshackle beach bar, two RVs huddle against the dunes, then for a long stretch there’s nothing but puddles, rafts of gulls driven inland, all facing the same way. Through the breaks in the dunes she can see waves crashing, throwing up foam. Farther down the lot, this side of the bathhouse, there’s a clot of cars. Even from a distance she can tell most of them are trucks—and he’d be by himself, not with a bunch of other people.


He’s not here, Birdy thinks. Somehow the girlfriend has found out—the girlfriend whose name she hates, flinching when she hears it on TV, or worse, in church; the girlfriend she pretends not to imagine him with every weekend, at movies and parties, making out on couches, wearing earrings he’s given her. She doesn’t care where they go or what they do, as if his life apart from Birdy doesn’t matter. When Birdy thinks of her, a saving blankness overcomes her. Even now Birdy’s face is changing, pinched with the effort of erasing her. Birdy doesn’t want to take her place, Birdy wants her to have never existed. The idea that she’s had Myles to herself for three years is paralyzing, a mistake Birdy likes to think he’s too nice to fix. She’d hoped today was going to be a big step for both of them, so why, turning in at the tollbooths, as she spies his Eclipse alone on the far side of the bathhouse, does her stomach drop?


Is she late? How long has he been waiting for her?


It’s all she’s wanted, to be with him, but now it feels criminal, like a drug deal. Cutting across the empty spaces, she fumbles with her phone, holding down the button to turn it off, the screen finally going black. She spits her gum into a tissue, shoves the wad in the ashtray, getting rid of the evidence.


As she pulls up beside him, he steps out, popping open an umbrella, and comes around to shield her from the rain, just like in the song. He offers his hand as if asking her to dance. She takes it and steps out into the wind and cold, the ocean thundering beyond the dunes, and before she can say a word, he kisses her, his mouth hot, his body hard against hers, and she forgets everything else. They’re totally exposed, their cars, their license plates. Somewhere someone’s watching them on surveillance cameras, but she doesn’t care.


“I missed you,” he says.


“I missed you,” she says, and kisses him again, greedily, like the first wasn’t enough.


“Come on.” He opens the door for her and she ducks in, the warmth and the scent of his cherry vanilla air freshener enveloping her. She watches him circle the hood, then, as if they’ve been married for years, reaches across the driver’s seat for the handle and opens his door for him.


Again they kiss—across the emergency brake, twisted, straining to meet each other. His hands are cold and her coat’s in the way. She wants to pull it off, but it’s awkward, the space is too cramped, and without having to speak, agreeing it’s impossible, they part and subside, beaming, drinking each other in, amazed that they’re really here, that after all the arduous hours apart they’ve found each other again. Somehow it’s funny, how easy it is when they’re together. The rest of the world disappears, and everything’s right again. He clips in his seatbelt and waits for her to do the same, wheels the car around and guns it for the exit.


“Where are we going?” she asks, teasing.


He gives her a smile as if she’s said the right thing. “You’ll see.”


It’s a busy day, even with the rain. Saturdays are always crazy, and now with the weather, people have nothing to do but shop. They come in soaked, their hair matted down, yellow slickers and umbrellas dripping on the carpet. Normally Angel wouldn’t mind. She likes the rain and how dark it is while she’s warm and dry inside. Plus when it’s busy, the day goes faster. She and Shayna don’t have to straighten shelves or police the lot, where friends driving by might see them. They hang behind the registers, bantering, singing along with the piped-in music when it’s good, goofing on it when it’s bad. Beyoncé’s “Single Ladies” is on heavy rotation, and Shayna’s been trying to teach her the moves from the video. Angel’s more into Paramore and Fall Out Boy, but the chorus is irresistible. If you liked it then you shoulda put a ring on it.


The problem is, everyone’s using coupons to stock up on Halloween candy, and one of the prices in the weekly flyer is wrong. All afternoon people have been arguing with her over fun-size Snickers bars, waving the ad in her face as if she’s lying to them. It’s like Shayna says: Never forget the customer is your enemy.


“We’re sorry for the misprint,” Mr. Fenton tells them to say.


“I’m sorry you’re so cheap,” Angel wants to tell the customers, just to shut them up. It’s not even a dollar, and they’re already getting a dollar off with the coupon. What do they want?


“I want to talk to the manager,” they say, letting her know she’s beneath them, and she has to call him to the front, where he tells them the exact same thing, except they don’t talk to him like he’s a child, because he has a penis.


“The shelf has the right price on it,” Shayna complains.


“What we need to do,” Angel says, so Mr. Fenton can hear her, “is get rid of the flyers. That’s what we need to do.”


“Too late. They went out Tuesday.”


“I mean the ones by the door. No one’s bringing them from home.” Which is not exactly true. She’s seen a couple folded small with the item circled in thick Sharpie like it’s a kind of treasure. These are the same people who clear the shelves of Dove bodywash when there’s a rebate. They probably have closets full of it, whole garages.


Mr. Fenton can’t even pull the flyers without calling someone, but it’s the weekend, and while he’s in back, another customer around her mother’s age ducks in out of the rain and heads for the seasonal aisle.


“Sweet, sweet candy,” Shayna says.


“This is stupid,” Angel says, and crosses the darkened carpet, grabs the whole stack and shoves it under the counter.


“I think he’ll notice.”


“I don’t care.”


“How about if I just cut that part out?”


“No,” Angel says. “It’s not your fault it’s wrong.”


Of course, the woman’s buying three bags of Snickers. Angel advises her of the price before bothering to scan them.


“That’s not what it says here.” Close up, she’s older than her mother, and smaller, her hair hennaed, her eyebrows dyed black. Her glasses are on a bead chain, like a librarian’s.


“I know, it’s a misprint. We’re very sorry. Do you still want to buy them?”


“The only reason I drove all the way here in the rain was to get these, and you won’t honor the price you’ve advertised?”


“It was a misprint. We’re very sorry.”


“What about the other prices in here? Are they wrong too?”


“As far as we know, just that one.”


“Well, that’s convenient.”


“You know there’s a coupon for them in the paper, a dollar off.”


“That doesn’t help me, does it?”


The woman’s part betrays her gray roots. Angel is a good foot taller than her, and strong from weight training for volleyball and breaking down boxes every day. Even with the counter between them, she could easily reach across and grab the chain of the woman’s glasses, twist it and pull her close, all the while looking into her eyes. Maybe she’d change her tone then.


Angel smiles. “Let me see if I can dig one up for you.”


The zippered bank pouch under the register is stuffed with them, and she plucks one out and scans the barcode—peep, peep, peep. “How’s that? That’ll be six twenty-seven. Do you have an ExtraCare card?”


The woman hesitates like it’s a trick, then pulls her card out of her wallet. How easily people are pacified. “You still need to fix the price.”


“We’re working on it,” Angel says, folding the receipt into the bag and offering it to her by the handles. “Thank you. Take care now.”


“I saw what you did there,” Shayna says when they’re alone again.


“I know, one per customer. I was getting ready to lose my shit.”


“I thought for sure you were going to go off on her.”


“It’s not worth it.”


The store phone rings, and before Angel can react, Shayna touches her finger to her nose.


It’s Mr. Fenton, and Angel thinks she’s in trouble. From his office, he can see them on the store’s security cams. It’s one of their running jokes, how he watches them like porn. If they installed a paywall, they could be making so much money.


“Please go through the flyers and take that page out. If they ask specifically, then go ahead and give them the price.”


“The wrong price,” Angel says.


“That is correct.”


“Okay,” she says, as if it’s crazy, and tells Shayna.


“Like I said,” Shayna says.


“Jesus, make up your mind, right?”


They leaf through the flyers one at a time, sliding out the page and folding them again, replacing the stack in the rack by the door. It takes maybe five minutes, so why does it bother her?


It’s not the job or the day. Lately she feels impatient with everything, even when things go right. They’re seniors. Next year Shayna and Myles and all her friends on the volleyball team will be off at college, and Angel will still be stuck in Ashaway with Marie and her mother, working days and going to CCRI part-time. Myles was her first, Myles is her only. She knows she’ll lose him to some rich girl, and there’s nothing she can do. Lately at night she can’t sleep, hounded by the idea, powerless, switching pillows, listening to her heart beat in her ears, and wonders if this is why people kill themselves.


“I hate my life,” she tells Shayna, deadpan, the two of them standing like mannequins at their registers.


“I hate your life too,” Shayna says. “You can go on break if you want.”


Smoking in the cold on the loading dock, she texts Myles: MU. They’re supposed to see Zombieland tonight, which sounds stupid to her, but there’s nothing else playing. After, they’ll meet up with everyone at Ryan Dineen’s, and Myles will play a few of his songs while they sit around the bonfire, dipping his head, his voice low with sorrow, and Angel will watch the other girls watching his fingers spider over the strings, falling for him the same way she did. She’d rather be alone with him. They could go to the beach if the rain stops, make their own fire.


Bch l8r? she adds and hits send.


She watches the screen like he’ll reply immediately. Normally he’s good at getting back to her, but he’s working, and after a while she gives up and finishes her cigarette, looking out at the traffic swishing past, still hoping her phone might ding. Before going in, she checks again, frowning, and sees she still has three more hours. That’s the problem with having a phone, she thinks. You always know exactly what time it is.


* * *


She’s never stolen anything, only a few dollars from her mother’s purse. This is how it must feel, Birdy thinks, propped on a pillow in a strange bed, watching him come back from the bathroom naked, long and lean, and stop to rearrange the fire with a pair of wrought-iron tongs. The curtains are open, the picture window facing the waves. Anyone walking on the beach could see him if it wasn’t raining—could see them, coupling unashamed, sprawled across the sheets, drinking champagne in the middle of the day. She’s strolled past these summer homes her entire life, picking out her favorites with her friends. She never imagined actually being inside one, not like this.


The room isn’t his. Beyond the nautical decor, he doesn’t need a king bed and two dressers, and the night table on her side holds a collection of knickknacks, including a wooden sandpiper standing on one leg. What does it mean if this is his parents’ bed? She’d like to believe she’s the first girl he’s brought here, even if it’s not true. So much of love is pretending.


“More?” he asks, pointing to the bottle.


“Sure,” she says, though it’s already giving her a headache. She hasn’t eaten all day, but it’s too late to ask about lunch.


He climbs in beside her and raises his glass, pushes his hair away from his face like Keanu. “To us.”


“To us,” she says, and searches his eyes before taking a sip. For so long this is all she’s wanted, so why does it terrify her? Now that she has him, she’s afraid of losing him. She’s afraid none of this is real.


“I’m cold,” she says, so that he’ll hold her. She pulls the sheet up over them, the two of them hiding in their own warm, white world.


His hands can’t keep still. Unlike Hector, he waits for her to roll his way, the two of them face-to-face, entwined, gently rocking. How perfectly they fit. He’s quiet, so she is too. She meets him, intent, matching his pace, spurring him with her hands and heels. He tenses, growling low in his throat, sinks back again.


They stay that way, nose-to-nose under the covers. He traces the gold pendant that spells out her name.


“Why do they call you Birdy?” They’re so close he only has to whisper.


“My father called me that when I was little because I was always singing.”


“You never told me you could sing.”


“I can’t.”


“Sing something for me.”


“I can’t sing like you can.”


“Sing something you’d sing when you were little.”


She puts her mouth to his ear and coos: Soy Oquendo, soy Oquendo, madre si a fi attendo.


“What does it mean?”


“It doesn’t mean anything, it’s just a rhyme I made up.”


“It’s pretty.” He sings it back to her, deeper, too serious, as if he’s making fun of her.


“Stop.”


“I like it.”


“Shhh,” she says, and for a while he’s quiet.


“Let me get rid of this,” he says, and slides out to go to the bathroom.


In the grate the fire crackles. The rain streaks the window. Outside, the waves break and fall, tireless, lulling. She’s drowsy from the champagne and being up most of the night, and when he comes back they lie together in silence, sated, his arm a pleasant weight as she slips from one dream into another.


The plane to Block Island wakes them, droning over the house, flying low across the water. The room’s dark, the fire embers. For a moment Birdy thinks she’s late, that her mother will be calling to see where she is, but it’s not even five-thirty, the sun’s just going down.


“When do you have to be back?” Myles asks, like he doesn’t have any plans, when she knows there’s a party at Ryan’s. For a moment she sees what a mistake this is.


They take a shower together, a precaution she hadn’t thought of, but their bodies are so warm and fresh after that they end up making love on the rug by the fireplace. The day’s over, the champagne’s killed. It’s time to go. She has to find her clothes, scattered around the room like an explosion. In the mirror, impossibly, she looks the same. He makes the bed and sits on the edge, grinning, watching her finish getting dressed. She stands over him, cradles his head against her chest as if he might hear her heart beating and know what she’s feeling.


“When am I going to see you again?” she asks, and she can feel him stiffen. Even to her it sounds like an ultimatum.


“What are you doing Wednesday?”


“Working.”


“I’m working Tuesday and Thursday.”


They don’t bother trying Friday and Saturday night, like they’re off-limits. She shouldn’t have said anything. She shouldn’t even be here.


“What are you doing Sunday?” he asks.


Sunday’s eight days away. “I knew this would happen. I’m so stupid.”


“Stop. No you’re not.” He pulls her closer. “What are you doing tomorrow?”


Tomorrow. How eagerly she seizes this gift—no matter what she has to do—as proof they want the same thing. She clings to the promise as she follows him downstairs, turning off the lights as they go, locking up. He’s parked his car in the garage, and before he can thumb the button for the overhead door, she kisses him to apologize for ruining the mood. How can she explain that she doesn’t know what she’s doing?


“What was that for?” he asks.


“Nothing.”


It’s like night out, and still raining, long drops knifing through their headlights, the great salt pond to their right a void. Between the heater and the air freshener, the interior’s stifling. He shifts up and rests his hand on her thigh, and she covers it. They could be headed out to dinner, the evening just beginning. She should be ashamed, yet instead of guilty she feels proud, as if, together, they’ve accomplished something impossible. Splashing along in the dark, leaving the house behind, she already misses the fireplace and the view from the room. If she never sees them again, at least for a few hours she knew them.


“I like hearing you sing,” he says.


Does he know what he does to her? How is she supposed to go back and pretend she just went to work?


“Tomorrow you can sing to me,” she says.


“That’s fair.” Another promise to hold on to.


Ahead, backlit, the black bulk of the old carousel pavilion looms out of the darkness. They pass the RV park and the Water Wizz and the mini golf, closed for the season, and there across the lot is the bathhouse, and her car, all by itself. Myles slows and turns in at the tollbooths.


She only means to kiss him goodbye but they don’t know how to stop. They clutch at each other like fighters. A reckless part of her wants him to leave strawberries on her neck.


“It’s not fair,” she says playfully.


“I know. I’ll text you later.”


A final kiss, and another, stolen. “Stop.”


“You stop.”


“Go.”


“I’m going.”


He doesn’t get out with the umbrella, something she mulls as she starts the car. At least he waits for her. At the tollbooths they go their separate ways. She honks, he honks back. In the mirror his taillights grow smaller and smaller, then vanish around the curve so there’s only night behind her.


She stops at the stop sign, though there’s no cop in sight. The old clock is still wrong. After being so close, it’s strangely freeing to be alone, her mind emptying, finally at rest.


“Myles, Myles, Myles, Myles,” she says, as if casting a spell. Inside her, the tiniest seed opens. She knows she shouldn’t hope. She’s already done everything she said she wouldn’t do, so why stop now?


At the tennis courts she doesn’t bother going into the bathroom, just unbuckles her seat belt and pulls her shirt over her head. It’s cold and the shirt smells like smoke. She didn’t wash her hair, and wonders if it does too. Buttoning up her uniform in the shadows, she thinks she should be glad she’s not good at this, but it only makes her feel worse, as if she’s already been caught.


Before she gets going, she can’t resist turning on her phone—another mistake. She expects a voicemail from Hector, questions that will force her to come up with an explanation, but there’s nothing except a reminder to buy Parmesan cheese.


She has the time, the Stop & Shop’s right up the road, so why does it make her feel tired?


The store’s too bright and busy, people like her grabbing last-minute ingredients for dinner. The crowd and the wait at the express lane strip the day of whatever romance it had, and now she worries about tomorrow, whether Myles only offered because she pushed him. That’s not what they wanted this to be. She wants to text him and say it’s okay if they don’t see each other tomorrow, but it’s not true—it’s all she wants.


“Hey Birdy, nice outfit.” Three people behind her stands Mikayla in her PetSmart top with an armful of tortilla chips.


“Hey, Mikayla.” They’re not really friends, they’re just in the same PE class and study hall. She’s nice enough but has always seemed to Birdy like the girlfriend, big and blonde with perfect teeth, very vanilla.


“You going to Ryan’s later?”


“Not if it’s raining like this.”


“I hear you.”


The cashier is someone’s grandmother and can’t get things to scan. Finally it’s Birdy’s turn. She pays cash and doesn’t need a bag.


“Maybe see you later,” Mikayla says.


“Maybe.”


She flees into the night with her cheese, almost dropping it as she tries to open the car one-handed. If this is how it’s going to be, she doesn’t think she can do it. And this is just the first time.


Back on the road, anonymous again, she shakes her head at the close call, rolls her eyes, laughing at herself. Why would anyone ever be afraid of nice, white-bread Mikayla? And Mikayla seeing her actually fits her alibi. Everything’s fine, and when she slows for the speed trap in Ashaway and the Liquor Depot, Hector’s Charger is gone, as it should be. The speed limit switches and she hits the gas, keeping pace with the long line headed for 95. She’s remembered the cheese and she’ll be home right on time. For now, at least, she’s getting away with it.
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