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      Have you ever been in emotional pain so intense, it was like a living creature wound tightly around your rib cage and shoulders and neck? Getting into that place requires not just one thing that’s wrong, but instead a whole tangled knot of wrongness. It requires wrong things you’ve done, along with wrong things that have been done to you. It requires both good and bad intentions, doubled and tripled back upon themselves until they’re so distorted, you can’t see clearly where they began. It requires wrong decisions, but no vision of what other choices you might have made. It requires you to see every inadequacy, every failing, every weakness you possess, magnified to horrific size. It requires bad luck.

      And then, when you reach this place and look around, you see only blackness. And only one possible route to travel: downward, and inward, into more blackness.
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      Seven years ago, when I was only nine and we had just moved into her house, Bubbe stood me in front of her. Seated in her chair, she could still look straight into my face, and then her eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down. “Frances,” she announced sternly, “you may have her delicate face and bones, but you are not going to be a dainty Japanese woman like your mother. You’re going to be a typical voluptuous Leventhal.” She put her hands measuringly on my hips and added disapprovingly: “And soon.”

      Bubbe, my father’s mother, was of course a Leventhal only by marriage. Her statement felt to me like the curse of an evil fairy. Within weeks I menstruated for the first time, and also discovered that I was one of those women plagued by vicious monthly cramps. And naturally, it didn’t end there. My waist nipped in, my hips rounded, and my breasts swelled suddenly and painfully, so that for a while I had to clutch them to my chest with one arm when going up and down stairs.

      Even before this I’d known myself to be somewhat strange in appearance. Yes, there was a strong facial resemblance to my mother. But other things about me made people blink, or frown in puzzlement. I’d seen the discreet double takes. I’d been asked countless times: “Where are you from?” I certainly didn’t appear Caucasian—that is, typically “American”—and I didn’t fit a single stereotype of what a Jew ought to look like. All would have been well if I had just looked Japanese, but there was also something about my looks that didn’t fit what people expected from a child of Asian ancestry. Something that seemed a little … off.

      My premature maturity made things worse. It wasn’t just the uncomfortable weirdness of my changing body, or Bubbe’s patent disapproval, or even the fact that my father abruptly stopped being able to hug me. There was also an incident that I could not forget.

      It happened a few months after we’d moved to Lattimore. I was waiting in a grocery line, holding our place while my father ran back for orange juice, when I noticed two women in the next line pointing. And then whispering. “What is she? Some kind of Asian?”

      “Yes, I guess—although, that hair? A mix? I don’t know. But, oh, look at the breasts. I could cry.”

      “I know! She’s so tiny, they make her look like a dwarf.”

      “Poor freaky kid.”

      “Yeah.”

      As soon as I got back to Bubbe’s, I locked myself in the upstairs bathroom. I had planned to take off all my clothes, stand on the step stool, and look at myself, naked, in the mirror above the sink. But I didn’t. Instead I sat on the closed lid of the toilet and cried. In my mind I could hear those two women. And after that I began wearing big, baggy clothes and avoiding mirrors.

      It was also around this time that my brother, Daniel, and I began to suspect that our move from Cambridge to rural, dying Lattimore was permanent, and that our father honestly didn’t have a clue if our enigmatic mother would ever decide to come back from her Buddhist monastery in Osaka.

      More importantly, that was when I began to draw.

      I drew anything. Everything. Doodles at first. But I had a knack for reproducing what I saw, and soon my paper and pencil—and then later, my paints and charcoals—formed a strong, protective wall around me. They stood between me and everyone else in the world. I liked it that way. I liked being quiet, letting no one know what I thought, or how ferocious those thoughts were.

      I let no one know, that is, but my brother. Just ten months older than me, and in the same grade at school (and, through some genetic freakishness, tall and mostly Caucasian-looking), Daniel was my best and only friend. Daniel was the only person with whom I was willing to share my real self, the Frances who was behind my wall of art, my habitual quiet mask. The real me. Me, Frances. Frances, who was screaming and angry inside. Frances, who was just … waiting, although I wasn’t sure what I was waiting for.

      Yes, when we were first living with Bubbe, I had been able to talk to Daniel. He had meant so much to me. And yet, after we began at The Pettengill School, two years ago, I hadn’t been able to stop our closeness from slipping away, until it was irretrievably gone.

      I used to blame Pettengill for that. I used to blame Saskia. Saskia, and Daniel’s friends in the Unity Service charitable group at school. I’d blamed Patrick Leyden, the entrepreneur who’d founded Unity and who Daniel longed to emulate. And, of course, I’d blamed Daniel himself.

      I used to blame anyone but myself.

      But now that Daniel is gone, I know better. My brother is dead of a massive, self-injected dose of heroin, and the only note he left behind was for Saskia. My brother was in pain, and I noticed nothing. Nothing.
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      Everyone who was anyone at The Pettengill School showed up at Bubbe’s house on the last night we sat shivah for Daniel. Some had come earlier in the week as well, but they seemed to think it was important to return on this final night. I helped with food and drinks. I was, in fact, nearly crazed after the empty days in which neither my father nor Bubbe had anything to say. Crazed with my own ceaseless circling anguish. It was a relief to have people around.

      “Cookie?” I asked person after person, quietly. “Chocolate chip? Mint Milano? Peanut butter? Please have another.”

      In the hall I let my eyes rest on the black-draped mirror. I had a fleeting wish that it, and all mirrors, could stay that way always. I didn’t want, even by accident, to catch a glimpse of myself.

      I kept looking for Daniel’s girlfriend, Saskia. I was girding myself to approach her tonight, even though I knew she would be surrounded by her friends. Unity, the charitable group. Daniel’s friends too, of course. I had never liked Saskia, and I knew that she despised me. But now … now.

      I took a deep breath. I continued to circulate as I waited for her to arrive. I nodded, allowed myself to be gently hugged, to have my hands pressed and my face examined minutely. It felt odd, everyone being so nice. I didn’t know if I liked it. I had become accustomed to being ignored at school.

      When would Saskia arrive?

      I listened while Brenda Delahay told me at length how much she would miss Daniel. How kind he had been, how caring, how unusual that was. She washed down seven mint Milano cookies with Diet Coke. Then she excused herself. I watched her stick legs mount the stairs toward the bathroom and wondered if what I’d overheard about her was true. It had been Daniel who’d said it, under his breath to Saskia as our class waited for history to start. After Brenda had come running in, looking very pale, and slipped into her seat.

      When’s she going to figure out that it’s easier to do speed than throw up? Maybe somebody should ease her in with some diet pills.

      Not so kind, not so caring—in fact, a rotten, mean joke for Daniel to make. But I knew no boy could possibly understand the importance of being slender. Not the way girls understood. And Daniel had liked thin girls—you had only to look at Saskia.

      I realized I’d put my hand tentatively on my own round hip. I snatched it away. I swiveled. “Cookie?” I said randomly to the group of kids behind me.

      “Sure,” said James Droussian. I noticed he was drinking milk, of all things. He took two cookies, said, “Thanks, Frances,” and grinned appreciatively right at me. And I felt my cheeks warm uncontrollably in response.

      James just … well. There was that adorable brown ponytail, and the cheekbones so defined that they looked like they could cut paper. He talked easily to anyone, as if he didn’t have a clue that there were groups and cliques. On top of that, there was the way he smiled. For an instant his eyes looked directly into yours and said silently: You.

      And you couldn’t help feeling, for that instant, that he truly thought you were interesting. That he couldn’t wait to get to know you.

      Of course I knew better. James Droussian had only come to Pettengill this past fall, but it was already an open secret that he dealt drugs. He never touched anything himself, never urged anything on anyone. But he always had a little something around. So it was his business to have people like him, to charm people, and it didn’t matter who they were, so long as they could pay. He was everybody’s friend, James, and that smile of his—it was meaningless.

      I turned my back on James and his little circle of burnouts. Then, for the first time, it occurred to me to wonder exactly where Daniel had gotten the smack he’d overdosed on. Was it possible James had sold—no. I dismissed the thought immediately. Daniel had had no more money than I had, and I’d heard that James didn’t do samples. I’d always thought Daniel had gotten his marijuana from friends, free. Someone must have given him the heroin as well. Who? And did I even want to know? What difference did it make, after all? It wouldn’t bring him back to life, or change the facts about me. My brother had had a major habit, and I’d thought he only smoked some occasional marijuana.

      Suddenly I heard Daniel’s voice in my mind, jeering the way he used to: Frances, cultivate mindfulness. I felt my shoulders hunch defensively. After our mother left, Daniel had memorized literally hundreds of Buddhist aphorisms and catchphrases, from the profound to the preposterous. He had quoted them mockingly at every opportunity, driving me—and our father—nearly crazy.

      I practically ran into the foyer with my now-empty plate of cookies.

      I was just in time to put the plate down and greet a little circle of Pettengill teachers and administrators, who were trickling in from the front porch where they’d been stamping the snow off their boots. Headmaster Ferkell and his wife, who taught chemistry. Ancient Mrs. Kingston, Latin. Mr. Dickenson and Ms. Polke, history. Mr. Prodanas, math.

      And then Patrick Leyden came in, looking thin and dapper and self-assured in one of his expensive wool suits. But, as always, I had to work not to stare at his earlobes. They were round and fleshy and swung slightly whenever he moved his head. Even tonight my fingers itched to draw a vicious caricature.

      Daniel’s voice sneered again in my head. A disciplined mind leads to happiness.

      More Pettengill teachers streamed in steadily, looking down into my face and pressing my hands (the men) or stooping to hug me (the women). All of them saying nice things about Daniel. I searched surreptitiously for my art teacher, Ms. Wiles. Finally I spotted her, looking especially young and pretty with snowflakes melting on her cinnamon hair. She was standing beside Patrick Leyden, who was talking at her nonstop. As if she felt my gaze, Ms. Wiles looked up and nodded, solemnly, directly at me. I nodded back, and the moment was like a sudden oasis in the noise and confusion and pain.

      Sometimes I felt sure that Ms. Wiles could just look at me and understand things I hadn’t even fully formulated. Not that she ever said them aloud. She just … looked. As now. I can’t explain it. Yvette Wiles was special. We could be silent together.

      Sometimes I wished I could be her.

      As the stream of adults ended, I spotted Saskia across the room. She was with a few of her friends. Unity Service folks, as I’d expected. Wallace Chan. George de Witt, who was the Vice President of Unity. A couple others.

      I wanted to talk to Saskia; I had planned to talk to her, but my stomach roiled anyway. Shame swept over me. How could I say what I wanted to say? How would she react? Maybe I shouldn’t—maybe I couldn’t …

      Unity Service. Why, freshman year, had I so stubbornly refused to help out with their food and clothing drives for the poor, their scholarship fund-raisers? Unity Service was a big deal. Although only a few years old, it had become the largest and most respected student-run charitable group in the country. They’d funded my own scholarship, among so many others, but still I kept saying no. No, no, no. Even Daniel hadn’t been able to sway me. I’d just kept repeating that I wasn’t a joiner.

      If I said now that I’d changed my mind, would they scorn me?

      We wouldn’t have you now if you begged to join, Daniel had told me last year. You’re the only scholarship recipient in Unity’s history who hasn’t joined the organization. Who hasn’t helped out, who hasn’t given back. I’m actually ashamed of my own sister! Art doesn’t help anyone, you know. It doesn’t give people jobs, or food, or clothes, or opportunities. Business joined to charity does that.

      Business joined to charity. Those words were a straight quote from Patrick Leyden, and when Daniel quoted Leyden, he didn’t mock.

      I wanted to talk to Saskia. Ethereal dark-haired Saskia Sweeney, unrecognizable as the poor girl from Lattimore she’d once been. Saskia, Daniel’s girlfriend, of whom I’d been so jealous. Who, I’d thought, had stolen my brother’s companionship and love from me. I wanted to beg for forgiveness. I wanted to be her friend. But I—I couldn’t. Not tonight.

      I turned abruptly and slipped past them all, outside Bubbe’s house, into the cold winter air.
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      Bubbe’s house is an old Victorian with a wraparound porch. I ran quickly to the side of the house, where I was less likely to be seen and spoken to. I stood still. The cold air felt wonderful; I gripped my coatless arms and breathed it in. I stared out at the blanket of snow glittering on the ground beneath the moon and wondered: When I got up the nerve to talk to Saskia, how would she react? Did she hate me?

      I felt a gentle touch on my shoulder and whipped around, my whole body stiffening with anxiety. I wasn’t ready!

      But it wasn’t Saskia who had touched me so tentatively. It was only Andy Jankowski. He had taken off his coat and was holding it out to me. Behind him I saw the porch swing still moving gently and realized that he must have been sitting out here, alone.

      I gathered myself. “Hi there, Andy,” I said awkwardly. “I’m not cold.”

      Andy nodded as if he understood me, but he still held the coat out. He’s a big, heavy, strong man in his forties, with a deep wrinkle of worry engraved permanently across his forehead. He was wearing layers of flannel shirts; I could count at least three, all identical red and black plaid. He continued to extend the coat toward me, and after a few seconds I felt churlish for continuing to refuse. I slipped the coat on. It was a wool pea coat that fell nearly to my ankles, the sleeves went inches and inches past my hands. It smelled of recent dry cleaning.

      I looked at Andy. “Thanks,” I said uncertainly, and he nodded and turned a little aside, looking out again over the snow.

      I thought about urging Andy inside the house so that I could be alone. But somehow I couldn’t get the words out, so we just stood, side by side, and stared in the direction of Pettengill. In the moonlight ahead, I could clearly see the white steeple of the school chapel.

      Andy is a “gifted arborist,” the Headmaster was known for saying, “whom Pettengill is very lucky indeed to employ.” The Headmaster always made a real point of this, especially with new students, though I believe it had been a long time since any students tormented Andy. In the past I had only said “hello” and “how are you?” to him and to the other so-called “special” employee at the school, a woman who worked in the kitchen. But right now, standing next to Andy and looking out over the snowy night, I was filled with a kind of peace. This was one person who wasn’t going to say meaninglessly: “Please let me know if there’s anything I can do.” I could stand there and think my own thoughts. About … No, I would not think about Saskia. Not right now. But about my brother and how The Pettengill School had changed our lives, as freshmen, two years ago.

      Pettengill is so close, physically, to the dying town of Lattimore. And yet, it’s located on a different planet.

      Pettengill is a private preparatory school. It is quite beautiful. It boasts one of the most acclaimed Georgian campuses in New England. There are no fewer than five brick quadrangles, and in the summer and fall most of the buildings are covered with luxuriant old-growth ivy. The grounds— thanks at least in part to Andy Jankowski—are immaculate, the privileged students and faculty are well-dressed and energetic, full of life, vibrant.

      But from the other edge of the campus, in winter, when there’s no screen of foliage, you have a clear view of the boarded-up windows of Lattimore’s old shoe factories. Nothing could look more dead than those buildings. Nothing could be more of a contrast.

      When we were much younger and had just come to live in the town of Lattimore, Daniel used to stare whenever we drove by Leventhal Shoes. The name had been painted large in white on the brick side of one of the midsize factories, but by the time we moved to town, the paint had faded and a few of the letters were completely missing. Bubbe had stayed on in Lattimore after Zayde died and the factory closed, rattling around in her big house, too stubborn and too old, she said, to go elsewhere.

      When we moved in with her after our mother left, our father claimed that Bubbe needed us. “I can write my novels anywhere,” he said, “and my mother needs the company and the care.”

      This last was an outright lie, though I’ve never been sure if my father allowed himself to know it. Bubbe—and I resented the fact that she’d appropriated a title that ought to be grandmotherly, affectionate—was in perfect health. Moreover, she was the most unsociable, unneedy person I’ve ever met, with the possible exception of my mother. But unlike my mother, Bubbe was cutting rather than detached. She called it honest, of course. Forthright.

      It was Bubbe’s opinion that my mother’s call to spirituality was a cover for the fact that she had gotten tired of supporting my father’s delusions as he wrote one after another obscure, unreadable, low-paying, and eventually unpublishable science fiction novel. Daniel and I knew this was Bubbe’s opinion because she aired it regularly. It was one of the reasons—one of the many, many reasons—that we were overjoyed when Pettengill—well, actually Unity Service— made their offer to the dying town of Lattimore.

      “Through the generous offices of our chapter of the Unity Service Foundation, headed by Pettengill board member and Internet entrepreneur Patrick Leyden, our school has the resources,” declared the announcement in the Lattimore Weekly News, “and our local students have the need. We will join forces for the future so that all our children, rich and poor, have access to the best possible education.”

      It was a forward-thinking, heartwarming, and generous concept on the part of Unity Service, said the local—and then suddenly the national—news media. It was a shining example of the power of young people to do good. Donations poured into the Unity Service coffers, and within months Unity chapters around the country were setting similar programs in place. New Unity chapters sprouted up overnight. There’d been articles in many major newspapers, magazines, and websites. And at the end of last year the President of the United States had actually given the organization, in the person of Patrick Leyden, a Freedom Award.

      At the time, however, all Daniel and I thought about was that we were miraculously enabled to move out of Bubbe’s house. “Unity scholarship students at Pettengill will belong to the regular boarding student body, with full access to the school’s myriad programs and facilities.” It was the escape from Bubbe’s house that Daniel and I had dreamed of, and it had come years earlier than we had believed possible.

      Of course, we’d had no idea how it would actually feel for us to be on Unity scholarships. No idea at all. Freshman year, we were completely at the bottom of the Pettengill social barrel. And we were supposed to be grateful for it too. Daniel had been. Saskia, who was also from the town of Lattimore, had been. But I⁠—

      I shivered. What was wrong with me?

      “… cold?”

      It took me a moment to realize that Andy had spoken. Before I knew it, he was offering to give me one of his shirts too. “No, no,” I said quickly. “I’m not cold. Your coat is wonderfully warm. I was just thinking about something.”

      “Oh,” said Andy. He returned to being silent. I was abruptly aware that Andy would have given me all his shirts and never suggested that I go inside. I was filled with a new appreciation for him. Whatever his disabilities, Andy Jankowski was a person who wouldn’t hurt, wouldn’t betray.

      “Thank you for coming over tonight, Andy,” I said.

      He began absently to strike his left forearm with the open palm of his right hand. “My father died,” he said. “And now Debbie is gone. She might be dead too. I don’t know.”

      I looked the long distance up at him. His profile was impassive. I didn’t know what to say. Even if I had known, I was suddenly incapable of speech.

      “When you’re dead,” Andy added, “people can’t see you ever again. And they miss you.”

      I turned my head away. The moonlit glare off the snow hurt my eyes. I hugged Andy’s coat around myself and stood quite still next to him on the porch.

      Sweet and clear came a voice behind us. “Frances?” said Saskia Sweeney. “Please, can we speak?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Eleanor Roosevelt once said: “No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.” I’ve read several biographies about her. She was plain and intense. When she and her beautiful, popular cousin Alice were society debutantes, Alice laughed at Eleanor and told everyone she was boring. Eleanor felt inferior then, I’m certain. She tried to hide.

      I wonder—looking at pictures of the mature Eleanor, with her buck teeth and her hunched posture and her stubborn, thoughtful eyes—if her feelings of inferiority ever truly changed, at base? Completely? I just don’t see how they could have.

      I know that’s not the popular view. I know that’s not what we wish to believe.

      I was overwhelmingly conscious, as I slowly turned to face Saskia Sweeney, that she, and not I, would be the one of whom Eleanor Roosevelt would approve. Beautiful Saskia (with the Pre-Raphaelite heaps of hair, and the wide-set eyes, and the creamy skin, and the tall slender body, and, somehow, the exactly-right clothes) was also Saskia of the warm heart and the open hands. Who on earth wouldn’t approve of the tirelessly do-gooding Student President of the Pettengill chapter of Unity Service?

      Me. That was who. And even though I’d vowed to change, it was Saskia who had come to look for me tonight, not the other way around. In my head Daniel’s voice jeered: Oh, Frances! A bhikkhu who envies others does not achieve stillness of mind.

      “I’m sorry for barging in on you,” Saskia said, “but, well, I needed to tell you that—” Suddenly she looked disconcerted. “Andy! I was so focused on Frances, I didn’t notice you at first.” I saw her eyes flick over Andy’s coat as it hung about me and then her smile flashed brighter than ever. “I see you’re taking good care of Frances! Isn’t she lucky to have a friend like you!”

      For some reason I always heard subtle slurs, condescension, a malicious little something, twisted into whatever Saskia said. Daniel had jumped down my throat the one time I mentioned it. It was a month into our first term at Pettengill. He had said I was jealous of her. She was never anything but kind to everyone else, he said, no matter how freakish they might be. In fact, she was extra kind in that case.

      You know that, Frances. I mean, she even sat down next to you at lunch the other day! Or last week, whenever it was. What more do you want? Why are you always so negative about everyone? If there’s anyone you ought to feel comfortable with, it’s Saskia. You’re not even trying here!

      I wanted to change. I did.

      I said, “I’m glad you came out here, Saskia. I wanted to say something to you tonight, but I felt awkward …”

      “I understand.” Saskia stepped forward. She is one of those people who always stands a half-step too close. She looked down earnestly into my face. “Don’t feel awkward. Please. I—we’re both grieving. I know that. Whatever our differences, Frances—we both loved Daniel.”

      Her gaze was very intense. I felt like an ant captured beneath a magnifying glass. I was even more ashamed of myself than before. I should have been the one saying these things to her.

      “Thank you,” I managed. “I know you cared for him. And I know—” Involuntarily, I found I had taken a step back. “I know he cared a great deal about you.”

      I thought I heard the porch swing creak, and I guessed that Andy had sat back down there. Vaguely I wished he had not left my side.

      Saskia said nothing, but all at once she enveloped me in a quick, light embrace. I wasn’t prepared. I stiffened. I did not embrace her back. She felt my rejection, and stepped away herself. Her face was as rigid as mine now. “Well, that’s all I had to say.” She turned.

      “Wait!” I said.

      I thought she wouldn’t, but then she did turn back. I searched desperately for words. “Thanks for coming out here. For talking to me.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      Not her fault that I heard You’re nothing.

      I swallowed. “Saskia. I heard that Unity Service was planning to do some kind of … of memorial for Daniel. Is that true?”

      “Yes,” Saskia said after a moment. Her voice was very reserved now. “People seem to think it would be a nice gesture. We’re not sure yet what it will be. Some kind of project, probably.”

      “Well, I was wondering … um, that is—could I help? I’d like to be part of that.”

      Saskia’s mouth literally dropped open in astonishment.

      I hurried on. “I know it will look odd. I know I haven’t had anything to do with Unity before. But—well, this is for Daniel, and besides that, I really would like to help out. I’d do anything.”

      There. However clumsily, I had said it. But as the silence continued, I felt a slow flush begin to cover my face.

      “I’m sorry, Frances. I—people are very sorry for you, but I don’t think that … well, I have to be honest here. You haven’t been a part of Unity, and Daniel was, and people might resent—I mean … oh, God. This is difficult.”

      I blurted, “I was only thinking that⁠—”

      Saskia cut me off. “I’m sorry, Frances. I’ll ask people, but I just don’t think you’d be welcome.” She had taken a step or two forward again. She put her hand on my arm. “I’m sorry. I really am. Maybe you and I can figure out something else, some other way that⁠—”

      I found myself ducking down and darting sideways, away from Saskia. She looked startled. I backed away even more, skidding a little on the light drifts of snow that had settled on the porch floorboards. “Okay, I have to go inside now,” I said. “I just came out to get some air, but my father will be wondering where I am—there’s people to talk to. It’s okay, about Unity. About the memorial. It was just an idea.”

      “But, Frances …”

      From the corner of my eye I saw Andy, sitting on the swing with his feet positioned carefully below him, for all the world as if he were ready to jump up at a moment’s notice. Jump to my defense. Now there was a preposterous thought. I somehow managed to smile at him. Then I looked back at Saskia. “I’ve got to go now,” I said, and backed away. Away, away.

      Inside, the house was even more densely packed with people than it had been before. I was conscious that Andy had silently followed me in and, obscurely, I was glad. I’d get him some cookies. I kept my head down. I made my way through the crowds as quickly as I could, trying to think only of getting cookies to give Andy.

      But when I saw that the downstairs bathroom was unoccupied, instead I slipped inside and closed the door and locked it. I leaned against it. I held my elbows and took in some deep breaths. I closed my eyes. I breathed.

      Occasions of hatred are certainly never settled by hatred. They are settled by freedom from hatred. This is the eternal law.

      Shut up, Daniel, I thought. Shut up!
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      Long is the night for the sleepless.

      At three in the morning nearly a week later, I gave up and turned on my bedside lamp. I looked around my little shoebox-shaped dorm room and thought about how much it had pleased me, once upon a time. Freshman year I’d worked hard to imprint my own personality on the room— the first room that had ever felt wholly mine, even if it did really belong to Pettengill. I’d liked the result so much that I’d declined to enter the upperclassman lottery for a bigger room. Even now, sleepless, thinking obsessively about Daniel, I was insensibly comforted by being there, under the threadbare but beautiful blue and white pinwheel quilt I’d found at a yard sale, with the plain white cotton pillows around me. I kept the room impeccably clean and neat. Coming here during the day between classes and meals and enforced activities, being here at night … kept me sane. Even during the moment of silence in Daniel’s memory at this week’s school assembly, I had been able to imagine myself here, alone. Safe.

      Sitting up in bed, I tightened my arms around my stomach. I had cramps, but they actually weren’t too bad this time, and I knew they weren’t the cause of my wakefulness. In the dimness, I could see the shadowy edges of the two blue rag rugs that warmed the floor, of the school-provided computer on my desk, of the big acrylic paintings on the walls.

      Until now the acrylics, which I had joyously labored over in the art studio, were the only things I’d allowed on the walls. I’d loved the contrast of the ferocious acrylics with the gentle quilt and rugs. And I’d loved Ms. Wiles for her reaction to them. I’d shown them to her, shyly, when she came to Pettengill to teach. She hadn’t made the mistake of thinking my paintings were simply blank dark squares. “Good God, Frances,” she’d said. “You can live with those? They don’t give you nightmares?”

      I’d shaken my head, and she’d laughed a little. Except for Daniel, early freshman year, she was the only person I’d ever invited into my room.

      But now something else had joined the acrylic paintings on the walls. I didn’t really want to look at the new addition, but I did. It was an oval mirror, swiped from my room at Bubbe’s. I had put it up here, and draped it in the black of mourning. A length of black silk, also swiped from Bubbe’s. I supposed I could have chosen Buddhist white, rather than Jewish black, but the black had been available. And it didn’t really matter to me which religion I expressed mourning in. The cloth was a personal symbol. It was so that I would have a visible reminder of Daniel’s death at all times. It was so that I would remember my failure.

      In the past days back at school I had made no progress in becoming more like the sister that Daniel would have wanted, the sister who might have helped him, the sister in whom he might have confided. I had tried, feebly. Instead of sitting alone at meals, I had steeled myself to go over and sit with some other kids. I’d tried various groups. The studious geeks one day. The burnouts another. The music freaks on a third occasion. Even the artsy types, a group with which anyone would have thought I’d fit in smoothly. But I didn’t. I didn’t fit in anywhere.
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