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The fox pulled out his knife, shouting: “I’m going to teach you how to live!” Then he took to flight, turning his back. But he had no luck. The snake was quicker. With a well-chosen blow of his fist, he struck the fox in the middle of his forehead, which broke into a thousand pieces, while he cried: “No! No! Four times no! I’m not your daughter.”

—The Fire Chief

Eugène Ionesco’s The Bald Soprano
            




	

    
	
		Prelude: Escape


Henry left his mother’s house at two thirty in the morning. The sound of the bright green spastic low vibration emanating from the house across the street crescendoed when he opened the front door, and got louder still when he stepped down onto the lawn. It sounded like cicadas at the height of a seventeenth summer, or a dense forest being chewed apart by wildfire.
         

At first the dangerous journey ahead had been too daunting to properly consider. Now Henry felt he had no choice. For weeks the sound had made sleep an impossibility. His body felt papery and insubstantial, and at last he feared staying more than he did the uncertainty of escape.

The previous day’s run-in with the cops had cemented it. It was really just an unfortunate misunderstanding. Cause and effect, once so reliable, were no longer correlated in any meaningful way, so Henry had taken to running little experiments. For instance: If he tossed an egg-sized pebble at the house across the street, would it stick or bounce off?

The rock ricocheted off the wood of the front door with a sharp crack and landed on the bright orange welcome mat. Feeling comforted by the normal response from rock and door, Henry walked to the house, peered into a ground-level window, and saw the woman who lived inside. She didn’t seem to have noticed him, so he banged on the glass.

“How do you sleep?” he yelled, but only so she could hear him. “Where is it coming from?”

Henry just wanted to talk—to gather information about the vibration. But then he saw how scared she was and he got scared too. He ran back to his house. When the police arrived he watched through the living room curtains as the woman gesticulated wildly in his direction. A moment later, the officers knocked on the door. Henry opened it, then quietly stared at them in protest of what he felt was unnecessary and unlawful intimidation. They were afraid too. He could tell by the sound of their voices, though he couldn’t make out what they were saying. He was too transfixed by the way the one cop’s Silly Putty eyelid dripped slowly down his face, too confused by the confetti that spewed out of the other’s mouth.

“All that confetti!” he said, and then he laughed.

They must not have liked that, because their incomprehensible racket got louder. Henry’s mother joined him on the threshold, pill bottles in hand. They rattled pleasantly as she shook them in the cops’ direction. The officer who’d brandished his handcuffs put them back in his special shiny handcuff holster, and they left.

The neighbors might have said how sad it was over their morning coffee, but sadness was not what they felt. Henry knew that. He heard them whispering from a block away, through brick and wood and open air. They were scared of the hairy antisocial teenager. Scared that he wandered, muttering, through their backyards on his way to the woods. They all wanted him gone and would find some pretext to get the police back to his doorstep. But Henry would not be caught, and he would not wait until that bright green mess of a buzzing window turned fluid and shook the teeth right out of his head before sucking the whole goddamn street out of existence.

He squinted through the darkness, searching for any sign of a patrol car at the entrance to his cul-de-sac. There was no moon that night and very few stars on account of the lights of the city nearby. Henry walked to the end of his lawn and stepped onto the street. It was softer than usual. His shoes sank into the pavement, but only slightly. He jumped up in the air and landed a moment later. No lag. No puddle splashes from the asphalt.

I must have chosen the right night, he thought.
         

He stepped forward, and by the time he reached the third house down from his own he felt lighter. The air felt good and the sky was big and clear. He was almost happy, the fear momentarily out of reach. Distracted, he could no longer recall the reason for his nighttime walk.

Wait, he thought. What am I doing?
         

I have no idea, said a voice.
         

He recognized that voice. It was his own, from before everything went wrong. Henry wanted to grab on to it and climb it like a rope out of quicksand, but it was already gone. In its place stirred a familiar sadness spiked with fear, a purple and black bruise of a sensation that caught at the back of his throat, drew his eyebrows down, swelled his tongue. He wanted to sit down and cry but knew it wouldn’t do any good, so he forced himself forward. The first step was hard but they came easier after that until half a block later when he heard a click and was hit by a pure white light that surrounded him completely. He stared unblinking into its epicenter, and though it hurt he could not turn away. He saw concentric circles like solar flares—they grew and contracted as his pupils tried to find the right focus and Henry was suddenly conscious of his eyeballs in the most curious way. They were moving inside of his skull without his consent, just millimeters away from his brain, and the light was manipulating them, working its way inside. But just as that strange fear was threatening to overwhelm him, he heard the same click as before and the brightness disappeared.

In pieces, like the melody of an old song, a memory materialized. Henry and his best friend, Gabe, used to walk this road at night when they were kids, and the light had come on then, too. It was controlled by a motion sensor mounted to a tree trunk at the edge of his neighbor’s driveway. He and Gabe used to play spy and try to move so slowly that their little bodies wouldn’t trip the sensor. They always failed, but that was most of the fun, and when the spotlight bathed them in blinding white light they’d jump in the air as if from the force of an explosion. Henry could remember Gabe’s elongated yell, how he would deepen his young voice to mimic the sound of slow motion. Then they would stand, brush loose gravel from their clothes, and casually walk away while hoping that none of the older kids on the block had seen them playing make-believe.

The memory made Henry miss the world he had left. It made him miss himself in that world. It made him miss Gabe and Val and nights spent in the impossible comfort of his dorm room. The thought of all he’d lost was devastatingly painful and unbearably seductive. Like gravity it pulled him toward his home and his bed and his mother, and he almost turned around.

Stoppit, he thought. Stoppit stoppit stoppit.
         

He had vowed that he would escape. This sadness, however real it might feel, had been turned into a weapon in the arsenal of the enemy. Henry could not allow himself to be prey to the spastic vibration. There was no more time to debate or to question. With balled fists pinned tightly to his sides and teeth clenched to the point of almost breaking, he marched forward. The asphalt turned to soup, and strings of black elastic tar wound themselves around his feet. He lifted his old sneakers higher with each step, shook them to dislodge some of the goop. It felt awkward and his thigh muscles burned with the effort, but it worked. When finally he reached the end of his street, Henry smiled, eyes wide with wonder. The bushes that bordered the road rustled in applause, and the streetlamps lowered their curious faces, burst open like flowers, and showered him with orange and yellow sparks of congratulation.

The hard part, he hoped, was over. He pointed his shoes toward the city. Val was there, somewhere deep in the labyrinth of Lower Manhattan, and he would find her. She would save him.


	

    
	
		The Black Corner


Gabe’s first memory was of a game. His T-shirt was pulled up, pinned between chin and chest, and his pants and underwear were around his ankles. Henry was there, his clothes in roughly the same configuration. Henry was singing, and Gabe was listening. They would take turns making funny noises in the dark. They were both four years old, and though they would remain best friends throughout childhood and adolescence and beyond, they would stop taking their pants off in closets together shortly after the time of Gabe’s second memory.
         

Gabe’s second memory was of being caught. This time, he and Henry were together in a sleeping bag. All of their clothing had been left in a reckless pile down past their feet. They lay on their sides, foreheads pressed together. Henry hummed notes up and down a scale, and when he hit just the right one the air inside the sleeping bag seemed to come alive and tickle Gabe deep inside of his ear. When that happened they both laughed and Henry said, “Now you go.” But Gabe could never find the right notes. His role in the game was to take his index fingers and try to tickle the inside of Henry’s ears directly while singing a silly song. Henry giggled and fought back until one or the other of them gave up.

Henry’s mother’s voice was surprisingly clear inside the bag.

“What are you two doing?” she said.

Gabe froze. He wasn’t positive that what they were doing was bad, but the fact that they’d always kept it a secret made him feel afraid. Henry, believing the bag to be magical, whispered that if they were quiet enough his mother wouldn’t find them. Gabe remembered the blinding light when she opened the bag and the feeling of the cool air replacing the moistness of their breath. It made him feel small and cold. Henry’s mother dragged her son out by the wrist. He cried and tried to get away, but she held on to his arm and spanked his bare behind as he ran in a circle around her. That image was clear in Gabe’s memory. Henry was like the tail of a dog being chased by the snapping mouth of his mother’s open palm.

Gabe doubted that she’d spanked him, too, but he couldn’t recall. His mind hadn’t recorded anything beyond the air and the light, her loud voice and the sound of the spanking.

Fifteen years had passed since that moment, but when Gabe was reminded of it the shame was still fresh. It opened up somewhere in his sinuses and spread down through his chest before pooling and hardening beneath his breastbone. He never told his own parents what had happened, and as far as he knew Henry’s mother had never revealed their secret. Because of that, Gabe always felt like he was still hiding, even after having been found.

He never fooled around with another boy again, and he and Henry never talked about it. As he got older, as he came to understand how typical their early, unfocused impulses had been, Gabe resented having been made to feel bad about it in the first place. Even so, the shame remained like the phantom of a severed limb. It was there inside him whether it made sense or not, one of the many strange stones that formed his crooked foundation.

For reasons he could not at first understand, Gabe thought a lot about those memories when Henry disappeared. Eventually, after long consideration, the reason for their persistence became clear. In the blackest corner of his mind, the place where Gabe put sex and pain and fear and humiliation, this memory was king. And at the center of it stood Henry, singing, his pants around his ankles.


	

    
	
		The Living Room


It started in the living room of Henry and Gabe’s apartment at 215 Hamilton Street. The room was all mismatched couches and dark wood paneling. An old TV blared from a particleboard stand that had been sitting in the same fetid corner since before they moved in. Mounted into the ceiling was a fan that had never been turned on. Even the slightest breeze would have disturbed the delicate ecosystem of the big wooden coffee table that dominated the center of the room. It was perpetually covered in takeout menus; napkins, paper bags, and plates from Tata’s Pizza; scraps of paper; loose change; dusty-looking Ziploc bags; empty Arizona iced tea cans with blackened joint roaches teetering over their sharp mouths; aluminum takeout tins long since emptied of tacos or french fries, now slowly filling with the refuse of convenience store purchases; a Snapple bottle, its lid twisted tight to prevent the stench of cigarette butts from escaping the scum-streaked topiary.
         

It was the coffee table of inveterate pot smokers, and its general likeness could be found in every New Brunswick house that Gabe had ever visited. Once every few weeks he would get disgusted enough to throw everything away and wipe that table down. It always took two or three passes before the paper towel came up an acceptable dingy brown. If the mess bothered Henry he didn’t show it, possibly because he was barely ever home. He spent most of each day locked in a practice room at Rutgers’s main music building, where he worked to perfect percussion instruments that he would seldom use even if he did become a concert musician.
         

Gabe was sitting on the periwinkle couch one night, scratching at the loose threads that formed one of its thousands of tiny white diamonds, when suddenly Henry started laughing.

“What?” said Gabe. He had an expectant smile on his face.

Henry responded with a vague shrug of his shoulders and then laughed again. It sounded sharp and thin and out of key.

Gabe thought it was strange, but their nights were always strange. Gabe and Henry designed their time together to counteract and forget the monotony of their days. They strung late hours together, lengthened them with pot and caffeine, and didn’t go to bed until they’d already fallen asleep while watching late-night talk shows or old sitcoms. Neither of them chased sleep anymore. It was easier to let it chase them. The habit had begun when Henry’s ex-girlfriend Val disappeared from their lives the year before. At first Henry suffered from the kind of insomnia typical of the brokenhearted, and Gabe stayed up with him out of solidarity. But even after the pain subsided, the habit persisted.

Henry laughed again.

“What’s so funny?”

Henry smiled and closed his eyes.

Gabe didn’t know what to do, so he laughed too. He laughed until the corners of his mouth burned and his chest ached. It was the forced laughter of awkward parties and run-ins with old acquaintances. It deadened Gabe’s senses and made him feel far away. When he couldn’t stand it any longer he said, “Dude. What the fuck? What are you thinking about?”

Henry acted like he hadn’t heard it. His socked feet were propped on the corner of the coffee table; his hands rested on the pouch of the charcoal-gray hoodie that had become his sophomore-year uniform. He kept laughing, louder and faster until he was almost out of breath.

Gabe just stared. He didn’t care to ask any more questions, so he listened to the organ jazz that flowed out of the little iPod dock in the corner and allowed himself to be lost in the melody, to bounce to the beat. Minutes later Henry unlocked his fingers, waved one hand in front of his face, and nodded his head.

“Okay then,” said Gabe. “Get some sleep. You’re scaring the shit out of me.”

Gabe’s bedroom was right next to the living room. He stood up from the couch, waited for his head to stop spinning, crossed the threshold, and closed the door.

  


Perhaps the strangest thing about that night was that it didn’t seem particularly strange at all. Not at the time. A lot had changed since their time in the dorms the year before. It was easy to blame that on Val’s departure, but Gabe wondered if that was fair. Long before she showed up, he and Henry had been perfectly able to fill each other’s time without getting high. It wasn’t Val’s absence that was the problem. Not directly, anyway. The problem was that she’d changed them. When they were kids, Henry had needed Gabe. He barely talked to anyone else, even before his dad died when they were in middle school. After that he dug even deeper into his own strange imaginary world, a world that even Gabe couldn’t access with any reliability.

But they stayed friends even as their respective paths through adolescence diverged. When Henry successfully auditioned to be the replacement drummer for a local punk band called Upstart, most of his peers thought it was funny. They couldn’t picture him as a hard-driving punk rock percussionist. Gabe knew it made perfect sense. Henry was defined by the music he played. He didn’t relish performing—he didn’t join Upstart for the notoriety. He did it because Upstart was good. The lyrics sucked and the other kids in the band oozed the faux angst that defined the scene, but they were not just another teenage noise machine. Each member was technically proficient. They were dedicated, well trained. And in that way Henry was a perfect fit.

The first time Valerie Mitchell came to a show, Gabe avoided her. She and Henry were in gym class together and somehow Henry had worked up the courage to give her a flyer. Gabe didn’t want to tell Henry that he didn’t have a chance with Val, so he resigned himself to waiting it out. She would eventually hook up with some other guy or ignore Henry at a crucial moment. Or she’d ask him to drop a hint about her to one of Upstart’s edgier members and Henry would actually do it just to be nice. But then he’d quietly implode and Gabe would console him for weeks.
         

The second time Val came to a show Gabe had drunk two syrupy malt beverages and was practically wasted. He cornered her in the bright hallway outside the community room at the Wayne senior center. “Stop giving him hope,” he said, and he slapped his palm against the wall in earnest emphasis. “You’re killing him.” He felt like crying. He felt like kissing her. He felt like throwing up.

If Val was insulted she didn’t show it. “Take it easy on the hard lemonade,” she said. And then she walked away.

A few weeks later, Val kissed Henry for the first time. In the months that followed she stuck around. Without really meaning to, Gabe grew to really like her. She was warm. She asked Gabe questions about things he cared about and seemed to actually want to hear his answers. She touched his arm when she greeted him and hugged him when she said goodbye. The last of Gabe’s defenses told him that it was all a strategy, that she was simply trying to get him on her side. So he tried to outdo her. If Val was being big, he could be bigger. But what started as artifice became real over time, and his fondness for her bled into his friendship with Henry until he began seeing his old best friend the way Val did. Suddenly Henry didn’t seem so weak or shy or insecure. He wasn’t just the kid who maybe felt things too deeply and needed too much. In many ways that Gabe had scarcely noticed before, Henry was confident and funny, kind and strong.

The three of them grew closer. Their inside jokes evolved into a whole private vocabulary. There were, of course, certain kinds of intimacy that Gabe wasn’t privy to, but over time he got better at ignoring the ache he felt when he considered what Val and Henry did in private. The thoughts that he couldn’t ignore—stolen glimpses of Val’s body and the way her laughter made him feel—Gabe reserved for when he was alone.

They graduated from high school, then all decided on Rutgers for college. The adults in their lives protested—Val’s mother in particular was adamant that Val not make decisions about school based on love—but they ignored the advice, confident in the knowledge that what Henry and Val had would outlast the cynicism. Gabe was just as sure of that as his two best friends were. He felt lucky to be a part of it.

That faith was what made it so hard when Val ended it.

  


Now, a year after Val left and a week after that first strange night in the living room, Henry was quiet and distant. A perpetual smile sat fat on his lips without ever spreading to the rest of his face. One day Gabe came home from his morning shift at the Magic Dragon hungry and looking for company. He walked in the back door and rushed through the kitchen, willing himself not to see the filth. He dropped his shoulder bag on the couch and listened to the house, waiting for a sign that Henry was home.

“Hey,” he yelled.

No response.

He launched himself up the dust-caked stairs, taking them two at a time. At the top there was a bathroom and Henry’s tiny bedroom. Through the open door Gabe could see that Henry was sitting at his desk, intense focus evident in his slack mouth and unblinking eyes.

“Did you hear me?” said Gabe.

Henry didn’t look up, and Gabe saw that he was drawing on a blue-and-pink-lined index card. He entered the bedroom.
         

“Do you want to go to Tata’s? Pizza or something?”

Henry sniffled and kept scribbling.

Gabe sat on the bed. From there he could see that three teetering piles of index cards had been pushed to the side of the desk.

“What are you doing?”

Henry didn’t answer.

“Henry.”

“I’m drawing,” said Henry. It sounded like an answer but it wasn’t, not really, and Gabe felt a familiar anger, one that had been lurking all week.

Henry lifted his pencil and appraised his work. Apparently satisfied, he put the index card on top of one pile and grabbed a blank one from another.

“Do you want to see?” he asked. The question sounded as though it were rehearsed, as if Henry was trying so hard to sound natural that the opposite effect was perfectly achieved.

Gabe lifted a few cards from the top of the pile closest to him. They were covered in elementary shapes and mathematical symbols, arranged as if by accident. He flipped through them once, quickly, and then again more slowly, willing himself to see something meaningful. He stared at one card so long that the shapes started to shift. Two squares connected at their centers by a thick line spun like bicycle wheels. Squiggles swam by.

He shut his eyes tight and opened them back on Henry. “Cool,” he said. “Um. What is it?”

A single labored exhale was the extent of Henry’s response. Gabe dropped the cards on the bed and walked out.

Soon after that, Henry stopped going to class. He didn’t practice. He stopped drawing cryptic symbols. As far as Gabe could tell, he didn’t bathe or shave or eat, either. He just sat. He fidgeted. He mumbled. Sometimes on the couch, sometimes on the porch, sometimes in his room—but always the same.

Gabe left the house as much as he could, but that didn’t mean he could escape. He spent most of his time curating a list of possible explanations for Henry’s behavior. Maybe it was too much pot, but that seemed ridiculous. New Brunswick was home to some of the most dedicated cannabis addicts on the planet, and Gabe had never heard a single story about anyone losing it quite like Henry had. The music conservatory couldn’t have helped. All year, Henry had spent the majority of his waking moments alone in a windowless practice room. But there were other kids—Henry’s friends in the program—who were doing just fine. And anyway, Henry had practiced for hours each day for as long as Gabe could remember.

The only explanation that seemed feasible at all was Val, but the timing was all wrong. Gabe couldn’t recall the last time either of them so much as spoke her name.


	

    
	
		The Transfer


After the white cement blocks of her dorm at Rutgers, Val’s new life in NYU’s Greenwich Hotel residence hall seemed luxurious to the point of excess. Her galley kitchen was quaint and homey. In the morning, its single narrow window glowed with the reflected light of the building across the street. The institutional-white paint was offset by the deep gleaming brown of old wood floors. When it was nice enough, Val sunbathed on a pier that poked out into the Hudson River with the Statue of Liberty looking on. Even the names of the streets—the building sat between the tree-lined Morton and the cobblestoned Barrow—imbued the place with a patina of old-world authenticity.
         

Val’s mom, Connie, was resistant to the transfer at first. No school was worth fifty thousand dollars a year, she said.

Val wasn’t discouraged. She knew her dad might join in the melee if called upon, but he’d long been in the habit of leaving the difficult conversations to Connie. So Val set about testing her mother’s defenses. She argued over class size and access to the greatest city on earth (a phrase she repeated as if it were the chorus to a long protest song). She researched NYU’s award-winning faculty and emailed news articles that featured her fantasy professors.

Her mother was unmoved until one day, during winter break, Val accidentally hit on the strategy that would eventually win the war. She was in the kitchen, dressed in the threadbare yoga pants and tank top she’d left in her bedroom drawer when she departed for Rutgers. Now that she was home she relished the opportunity to be completely, unattractively relaxed. Her comfort was disorienting in its familiarity. It made her feel as though her first few months at college had been a dream. When she awoke in her own bed in the home she’d grown up in, she couldn’t quite remember who she was supposed to be.

Whoever was on brewing duty that morning had left the coffee machine on with one perfectly proportioned serving still hot at the bottom of the carafe. It looked gritty and smelled burnt, but Val didn’t mind. She grabbed a mug from the cabinet and filled it.

Her mom came in, sweaty from a run.

“Good morning, love,” she said.

“Morning,” said Val. They jockeyed for position at the refrigerator. Val got the milk and Connie got a half-empty bottle of coconut water.

“You seeing Henry today?” said Connie.

Val poured milk into her mug and kept stirring long after it had merged. She liked the sound of the spoon hitting the ceramic, its tinny clink a comforting distraction from the weight of her mother’s question. She let herself be lost in the sound. It was a habit she’d picked up from Henry. He was always tapping on things, and not in an absentminded way. His constant tinkering was completely focused, as though he was listening for something vital in the sounds he was creating. At first Val had found it annoying. She told him that once, early in their relationship, but Henry acted as though he hadn’t heard her. He was a percussionist, after all, a serious one. He practiced for hours in the evenings, and that remarkable discipline and dedication was one of the things that had drawn Val to him in the first place. His obsessive tapping was a part of that, she figured. Her irritation softened into a begrudging acceptance, then gradually transformed into a full appreciation of the habit.

Once, at the beginning of their junior year in high school, Val and Henry were eating lunch in the school cafeteria when Henry stopped talking mid-sentence and closed his eyes. Val knew better than to ask what he was doing. She closed her eyes along with him and opened herself up to the sound of the room. At first she couldn’t hear past the din of conversation, but she let herself relax into that constant babble until it settled into a uniform layer of warm, bubbling static. Then she began to hear the outliers. Trays being stacked. A sharp burst of laughter. The slightest trace of a background hiss from the central air-conditioning. The buzz of music from the kitchen, how the tinny soft-rock ballads pierced through all the organic noise. Everything grew so loud that she could hardly believe she and Henry had been able to hear each other just moments before. Then she opened her eyes again and the room seemed transformed. The colors of her fellow students’ clothing were brighter, her vision sharper. It felt as if nothing had been real until that exact moment, as if her whole life had only just begun.

She looked at Henry. He was gazing back at her with that grin. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen it. He liked to show her things that fascinated him—works of art, records from his father’s old collection, drawings he’d made—just to watch her react. He would wait for her to be touched by his interest and to transform it into her own, and then he’d smile that same slight smile. It said he loved her and that the secrets of their shared experience were all he’d ever needed, that nobody but she had ever understood him and that nobody but she ever could.

“Val?” said Connie.

“What?”

“I said are you seeing Henry today? He hasn’t shown his face here since you guys got back. I’d like to say hello.”

“Yeah,” said Val.

“Yeah?”

“I mean no, I’m not seeing him. We’ve just been talking on the phone.”

“Hm,” said Connie, her intonation calibrated perfectly to suggest a weighty prodding without any specific demand for information.

That single syllable was the sound Val hadn’t known she’d been waiting for. She lifted the mug to her mouth. The coffee burned her upper lip. By the time it was back down on the counter there were tears in her eyes.

Connie approached slowly, as if afraid of scaring her daughter off, and as soon as she pulled Val into an embrace the silent tears became quiet sobs. Val held her mother tight, and Connie slowly maneuvered them onto the padded bench of the kitchen’s bay window.

A few minutes passed. When Val’s chest relaxed enough for her to breathe, she said, “I love him.”

Her mother sighed and swept Val’s hair up from her wet cheeks.

“I love him. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“What’s going on?”

Val looked into her mother’s eyes. She thought hard about what to say, worked her way through the limitless combinations of words that might describe what she was feeling. But to describe it she would first have to understand it, and that seemed painfully beyond her reach.

“I’m just confused,” she said. “We’re together all the time. It’s what I wanted, or what I thought I wanted, and it’s good. I know what to be when I’m around him.”

“What do you mean, you know what to be?”

“I mean I can be myself, but it’s weird. It’s like there’s this one version of me that I’ve been since Henry and I got together. He sees things so clearly, he’s always just happy as long as I’m there. That makes me happy too. But then when I’m not there he gets weird and clingy. It’s like he just needs me so much and even though that feels good I don’t think I need him the same way, and then I just feel wrong, like I’m not the same as him. And then I just feel guilty.”

Connie stood and went to the counter. “Do you have to be just like him in order to be with him?” she said. “You left the burner on.” She flipped the tiny metal switch on the coffee machine and turned to face Val again. “It sounds unhealthy.”

“It’s not,” said Val. It felt like a lie. Or not a lie, but just too simple of a statement to be fully true. “I just feel like everyone else in the dorms is figuring things out. Everyone’s still doing stupid things and acting fake and making new friends and pretending to be cooler than they really are. I don’t think I want to be like that, but it’s weird. Henry and Gabe and me? We just hang out all the time. We have so much fun, and I’m so relaxed, but I’m not changing, you know? I feel like I should be changing.”

“I think you’re perfect,” said Connie.

Val rolled her eyes and used the bottom of her tank top to wipe away the last of her tears.

“I’m sorry,” said Connie, and she smiled. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but I just can’t help it.”

Val tightened one corner of her mouth into a begrudging grin.  

“Why don’t you just tell Henry what you need? He’ll have to understand.”

It was a question Val had been asking herself for a long time. When she was alone, walking to class or going to sleep on one of those rare nights when she wasn’t in Henry’s bed, she felt her isolation with complete clarity. Henry was an island. As a refuge from everything else, his world was ideal. But to live in it all the time—it was exhausting. What if she didn’t need a refuge? What if she didn’t want it? She couldn’t tell Henry that. She feared it would hurt him too much. And anyway, as soon as she saw him again she’d forget her misgivings and fall back into the comfort of his presence.

And then there was Gabe. She and Henry had always spent a lot of time with him, but once they reached Rutgers he was a permanent third wheel. What bothered Val wasn’t his intruding on her alone time with Henry. It was that she found herself wanting him there. He was a buffer against Henry’s intensity. She could joke with Gabe. She could tease him. They could play. Gabe brought that out in Henry, too. That couldn’t be right, she thought, to need her boyfriend’s best friend around in order to stay balanced. More recently, Gabe’s presence had another, more disturbing effect. Val saw how he watched Henry’s face, how he often waited to see his best friend’s reactions before forming and expressing his own. It made her queasy, not least of all because she wondered if she was doing the same thing.

Val couldn’t say any of that to her mom. It was just too pathetic. More than that, it would be an admission that everything both of her parents had told her before she left for school was true. They’d warned her about how being in a serious relationship in college might limit her. Val had insisted that she and Henry were the exception to the rule, and to admit now that they were the rule incarnate? It was embarrassing beyond belief.

Val inhaled as if preparing to sigh or moan. But when she breathed out, her mouth formed words as if by its own accord. “I don’t think I want to be with him anymore.” She looked at her mother to gauge her reaction.

Connie sat back down in the window and leaned against the wall. Her expression was locked in a facsimile of deep concern and sympathy, but Val saw something else there too. The lines around her eyes, her pause, the shape of her pursed lips—it all betrayed a veiled relief. Val would later wonder at how naturally the rest had come. She questioned whether it made her a horrible person. But in that moment, she saw that look of relief as a crack in her mother’s carefully constructed wall. She knew instinctively that she could bring the whole thing down with just a few taps of a well-placed chisel.

“That’s why I want to leave so badly,” said Val. “I just can’t stay, Mom. I can’t. It’s too hard.” She cried again. This time it wasn’t soft and subtle. Connie sat with her again, rocking her as she gasped and moaned.

Through the rest of winter break and in the weeks that followed it, that painful conversation was repeated. Each time, Val grew more certain that she would have to leave Henry. Each time, Connie grew more supportive. Val didn’t fake her pain or her fear. She didn’t have to. But managing the timing of her more extreme breakdowns to achieve maximum empathy from her desperate-to-please mother was, in Val’s mind, fair game. The key was to draw only one exaggerated comparison between her life with Henry and her possible life at NYU. Connie would no doubt prefer the latter given her view that Val’s relationship with Henry was unhealthy. She’d have to accept that staying at Rutgers would make it much harder for Val to move on. So Val applied to a couple of Ivy Leagues she had no business even corresponding with, a few prestigious state schools west of the Mississippi, McGill in Montreal, and NYU. It appeared that she was diversifying, but she knew that NYU would be her parents’ only real choice given its proximity to their New Jersey home. They would sacrifice a few thousand dollars if it meant seeing their one and only child more than twice a year.

Val felt a little guilty when the gambit worked, but not so guilty that she couldn’t savor the victory.

A month after moving into her new dorm, she was in love. She loved the brownstone buildings in the neighborhood around Washington Square. She loved the dramatic arch that guarded the entrance to the park, how it seemed to reach higher and wider at sunset. She was proud to view herself as an insider among the gawking tourist horde. She loved her new friends, loved the fake ID that she’d gotten on St. Mark’s Place and the bars it got her into. She loved that when she sat down in class she wasn’t the smartest, most prepared pupil in the room. The drugged-out, catatonic stares she had grown accustomed to in most of her classes at Rutgers were replaced by faces alight with competitive enthusiasm.

Most of all, Val loved the ease with which she could find herself in situations that were completely novel. Even her mismatched suite-mate—a chipper, blond, Utah Mormon—only enhanced Val’s image of herself as someone who was living the kind of extraordinary life that New York City was meant to provide. She was interesting, and not because she was paired with someone as unusual as Henry.
         

And as for what she left behind, Val mostly felt relief. In New Brunswick an evening out meant drinking Keystone Light with a bunch of kids from south Jersey and discussing how people from different parts of her home state pronounced words like “water” and “drawer.” She didn’t miss the ugly highways or the hollow school spirit. She didn’t miss being appraised by the pimple-faced meatheads who got stuck with door duty at the frats.

She did miss Henry, though. And she missed Gabe. She wished that her freedom hadn’t required her to give them up. But it had. In high school, the choice between Henry and a more open life was simple. There was so little to miss by allowing herself to be consumed by her love for him. But once she was in the larger world, that choice was significantly more complicated. She didn’t regret ending it. She couldn’t, given what she’d received in return. But in the time since she’d broken up with him in the spring, she had come to regret the way she’d handled the whole thing.

Henry was so rigid. He stayed solid in his belief that they had lucked out to find each other at such a young age. He said that all the exploration most people do, the exploration she claimed to want, was unnecessary for them. They had been chosen for each other by some unseen authority, and she either saw that and loved him and had a responsibility to fight for that love, or she didn’t. Val, like always, agreed to Henry’s premise but surprised them both by saying that in that case she guessed she didn’t love him. He didn’t believe her, forced her to enumerate the reasons why, and in a moment of anger and frustration she obliged him. She told Henry he was clingy. That they had both been naive to think that they could last. That she couldn’t stomach being the one person on earth who could understand him, that she wanted to have lots of friends, to do all kinds of things that Henry thought were stupid or a waste of time. She said he was fragile and immature, that his tight grip on her and Gabe were signs of his childish fear of exposing himself to the world. Worst of all, she said he was too eccentric for his own good.

In reality, the weaknesses she articulated about Henry were the very things that had made him so easy to hold on to. His need for her taught Val that she was desirable. His obvious joy in her presence made her worth seem palpable and measurable. And as for his eccentricity, unlike every other teenage boy she’d ever met, Henry seemed not to think about the past or the future at all. He didn’t posture, he didn’t pretend. For him, the present was all-encompassing and overwhelmingly beautiful. Of course that made him strange. Sometimes it was even frightening. But Val respected that part of him. She envied it, even.

So when she asked herself why she’d used all those wonderful things about Henry against him, why she’d turned them into defects that had forced her to abandon him, there was only one answer that made sense. The truth about why she was leaving him would have been even more painful for him to hear. Her world was bigger than him, or at least she wanted it to be. The moment wasn’t enough for her.

She ended it in March. The pain lasted long after she was accepted to NYU in May, but it was suffering of the most unremarkable and predictable kind. That was a comfort. Val did homework alone in her dorm at night and drove home every weekend. By the end of the school year, hours would pass when she didn’t think of Henry. By the end of the summer it was days. Just before she left for NYU, she understood that she was okay. More than that, she was happy. She arrived in New York, unpacked her things, and cheerfully embarked on the life she’d been dreaming of. And that happiness made her wonder: Maybe all those things she’d said about Henry’s neediness and childishness were true. Maybe he was just strange and lonely and would always be so. Maybe her clinging to him and trying so hard to see the world through his eyes was as sad and pathetic as it must have seemed to her mother and the girls she used to call her friends. She liked not having to be Polaris in Henry’s otherwise darkened sky. She could go in search of her own stars.
         

But it hadn’t turned out to be that simple.

Val really did love NYU, but it was love at a distance. Her new friends, though funny and world-wise and interesting, seemed like set pieces in some strange movie about her life. They gave her places to go, made her feel a part of the marauding group of reckless city kids that they all longed to be. They gave her funny stories about who she was and the kinds of things that she liked to do. But so far Val couldn’t quite get those stories to fit her. Despite its downsides, Henry’s suffocating reliance on her had been proof that she was someone important. His strange kind of affection, however isolated it had required her to be, had nevertheless given her a place that was uniquely and undeniably hers. Now that she had moved on, she felt like she was watching another girl’s life unfold from some deep, passive place within her. And though there was nothing inherently wrong with this other person’s life, Val longed for her own.
         


	

    
	
		Allegro: George Washington


Henry’s eyes hurt. He rubbed them, but that only sent irritated, burning blood to his swollen eyelids. It made him want to blink the world away.
         

He was a few hours into his sojourn and he’d been walking nonstop since his escape. He kicked a stone as he went. It hadn’t seemed important at first. It was jagged, charcoal-colored, speckled with bits of silvery white. It jumped unpredictably and he was always having to chase it down. But after a few hundred feet, a few dozen kicks up the hill toward the highway, the stone turned dark green and mossy-looking. It rolled more smoothly, then smoother still, until eventually it was a perfect sphere that moved forward before Henry’s foot even made contact. It had become Henry’s navigator.

Henry thought this was fine. He was glad for a guide that seemed so self-assured.

The stone led him to the base of the George Washington Bridge, then circled the main drag in Fort Lee, New Jersey. None of the banks or bagel places or Korean grocery stores were open yet, but the traffic coming in and out of the city never ceased. He spent an hour just strolling through empty parking lots, kicking weeds that grew up through cracks in the asphalt. Then, at six o’clock, the stone led him back to the bridge. Henry watched a police officer unlock and open the gate to the pedestrian walkway. The cop got back in his car, turned on the lights and sirens—a dramatic touch, thought Henry, and the stone seemed to agree—pulled a U-turn, and sped away. When the car was out of sight, Henry cautiously approached the now opened entryway.

He was the first to walk on the bridge that day. The sky was a calm shade of predawn blue-gray. The palisades towered over the Hudson River to the north and west. To the south and east was the great city, rising colorless and jagged from the water like a splintering mountain. The air was clear enough that Henry thought he could see the Statue of Liberty down at the mouth of the Hudson. The statue waved and her torch sputtered and smoked as the motion of her arm fanned its flame. Henry waved back. Cars passed in the twilight, their rear lights burning purple lines into Henry’s retinas, lines that drew fantastic loops and arches, spelled out unspeakable truths that were just barely readable before they faded back into oblivion. It was a beautiful morning, Henry decided. Val was, perhaps, waking up. She would see the day and she would know, even if she couldn’t quite understand, that it was special. That he was coming.
         

Henry grinned and inhaled deeply. The stone led him to the first great tower of the steel giant he stood upon, but then jumped ahead too eagerly and slipped underneath the guardrail. Henry watched it fall, as silent and slow as a feather, to the water below, where it broke the surface and sent multicolored circles rippling out and out from the point of impact. Henry shrugged, furrowed his brow, and considered whether the stone wanted him to follow it. He felt less sure of himself than he had just a moment before. Could he really be expected to jump? Perhaps, he decided, the stone’s only goal was to lead him to this tower. He would have to find another guide.

He heard a long, far-off sound. It was ghostly, almost not there at all, and yet still somehow lush and full. He turned his head, searching for the source, then rested his forearms on the railing and closed his eyes to better focus.

His arms felt the noise too, and Henry understood: the sound was the bridge itself, vibrating in the gentle wind coming down the river. He was standing on a massive harp complete with hundreds of woven steel strings, and the wind was running across it like a bow. Henry smiled. It was a sign, he thought. The bridge was his guide now, and it was singing to him.

He kept walking. The thickly twisted ropes of steel, the surface on which he stood, the long sloping cables above him—each part of the bridge resonated with his every footfall, and those resonances combined to form a song. Joyful now, he began first to jog, then to sprint. The faster his feet landed on the walkway, the faster the music got. The faster the music got, the happier Henry became and the faster he ran. When he finally reached top speed, it felt as though the bridge was a massive orchestra and Henry’s feet were the conductor. It had just been warming up before, but now it was playing a fugue so loud and haunting that he could no longer hear anything else. It was frightening and aggressive but breathtakingly powerful. Henry had never heard anything so incredible in his life. The song obscured the pain of his burning chest. It cleansed the spit flying from his mouth and buttressed his legs though they threatened to give out beneath him. It emptied his mind of everything but a single question: Why hasn’t anyone tried playing this bridge before? How long has it been waiting for me?
         

Still running, he was almost at the second tower when a new noise disrupted the fugue. It sounded like the buzz of a mosquito and it went from mezzo piano to fortissimo in just a couple bars, nearly drowning out the bridge song completely. Henry tried to push himself harder to save the melody of a moment before, but his thighs were overworked. He collapsed forward and lay on the cement. The music was still there, but faintly, as if from a great distance. Henry’s focus was now drawn to this new blast of sound, so strong that he was afraid of being torn apart. He saw the air ripple where the towers met the sky and knew that the bridge was singing by itself now. He’d awakened it and it was angry and would destroy the very atmosphere itself if Henry didn’t find some way to stop it.

He panicked and got to his feet. When he was able to walk again, the repetitive melodies of the bridge song continued. The notes he chimed with his sneakers now mixed with the towers’ sustain in a perfect harmony. Soon the harmony was no longer simply audible. It extended over everything around him. The early-morning sky, the purple headlight afterimage of the cars as they passed, the waving torch of the statue, the rainbow circles on the surface of the water, the sinking of the stone, Val in her apartment, the bright green spastic low vibration—they all merged and the whole world was singing-glowing and humming-looping and the joy and terror Henry felt were complete and total and utterly essential to his being and he felt sure that if they went away he would die. He let go. The boundaries of his body felt obviously, inevitably meaningless, and he opened his mouth to scream but his voice was lost amid the din.

He was all sound.

He was pure light.

 


And then it stopped.

The change was immediate. One moment a bright cacophony, the next dark silence.

He was comfortably cool. He lay on his back, though he didn’t remember falling. The surface beneath him was soft, and his head was propped on a pillow. His throat hurt. He opened his eyes as wide as he could, hoping to gather enough ambient light to make sense of his surroundings, but it was useless. Where am I? The question left his mind as quickly as it had entered. There was something more important to consider, something much more pressing that would not be ignored. Though he didn’t know how he had ended up in a strange bed in a pitch-black room in an unknown location, his world was more intact than it had been in months. There were no voices. There was no green light. It all seemed like nothing more than a particularly vivid nightmare. His body felt like it belonged to him and him to it, and it responded to his commands effortlessly as he stretched and curled his fingers and toes.
         

I’m Henry, he thought. I’m sane.
         

The tears started hot, dripped down his cheeks cold, and pooled on his neck and in his ears as he gazed up into the blackness. Suddenly the wall next to his body buzzed with the low baritone of a man’s voice coming from the other side.

“I think he’s awake,” said the voice. Then, louder, “I’m pretty sure of it.” The voice was familiar, though Henry could not immediately place it. It sounded ugly, but not in any obvious way. He simply didn’t like it. It was wrong.

“Yes,” said another voice. It sounded older, quieter. It was hard to understand what came after. All Henry could hear were hard consonants divorced from their context.

The louder voice returned. “We should go see, don’t you think?”

Henry sat up, his ears straining so acutely that they actually moved, his lobes craning involuntarily like little satellites. He was confused but not afraid. It occurred to him that maybe he was dead, but this didn’t particularly bother him. He was sane again, and nothing could be worse than the hell he had escaped. He giggled nervously.

There was more mumbling through the wall. Then he heard a loud screeching, like the moving of heavy furniture. Footsteps approached, then silence. A few moments later, Henry heard a small mechanical chink, and the outline of a doorway was painted in light somewhere off to his right. There was a knock, soft and sensitive, like the knock his mother would use to wake him up when he was a kid. It betrayed a reluctance to disturb, and it put Henry at ease. He did not feel threatened, merely curious.

“Henry? I won’t hurt you. You have to trust me,” said the older, quieter voice. “I want you to close your eyes until I say. Are they closed?”

Henry nodded in the affirmative with his wide-open eyes fixed on the spot where he supposed the doorknob to be. It glinted as the door opened further. The light coming in painted a triangle on the floor. His eyes adjusted and the figures that entered the room became clearer. Henry recognized them though he’d never seen them before, and the recognition forced an otherworldly sound from his throat. When all his air was gone he gagged, vomited, and passed out.


	

    
	
		The Disappearance


It was almost spring break, though spring never came to New Jersey in mid-March. The last pebble-studded mounds of snow still stubbornly blocked sidewalks and narrowed roads. Henry was worse every day, but Gabe had not yet given up hope. He brought extra slices from Tata’s and left them in Henry’s room. He ignored the deep, dark smell that effervesced from the damp armpits of Henry’s sweatshirt. He got used to starting conversations that were destined to be aborted, making jokes that were ignored.
         

Gabe had considered relocating to some Floridian beach party for the one-week vacation, but he never would have done that even if his best friend weren’t coming apart before his eyes. Staying in town would give him the chance to work extra hours at the Magic Dragon. Though it was technically a tobacconist, most people in New Brunswick thought of the Dragon as a head shop—a store that sold glass pipes to potheads or worse. To the cops and lawyers who worked downtown, the Dragon was a decent if eccentric cigar shop. They came in to buy Dominican Cohibas and rag on Gabe when they wanted a laugh. It made him feel like a zoo animal: North American bearded pothead. To them, he was a walking joke, the living personification of the college burnout stereotype. The pay was good, though, and the work was easy, so he continued to show up despite his misgivings.

The Wednesday before break began Henry had a rare moment of lucidity and mumbled something about going home, so when Friday evening arrived Gabe came home from work and, not wanting to confront the stranger his best friend had become, went to his bedroom and closed the door. He ignored hunger and thirst, opting instead for periodic tokes from his one-hitter and a handful of cigarettes smoked out the window. When he had to pee, he held it until it burned with vicious urgency, then tiptoed to the bathroom as quietly as he could. He needn’t have worried. Henry didn’t leave his bedroom either. Gabe watched cartoons on his computer until his eyes began to close, then crept into bed slowly, as if not wanting to wake himself. He slid comfortably into sleep.

  


In a dream, he saw Val. She looked young, the way Gabe remembered her from when they’d first met. Silver clips pinned her bangs up and away from her forehead, and she was on the couch in her parents’ living room, staring at a television. The living room was a forest. There were no tree trunks, but a canopy of leaves hung overhead, and it felt vast, as if beyond what Gabe could see there was an endless expanse of dense woodland in every direction.

Henry sat next to Val on the couch. He smiled and played with the zipper of his hoodie while humming a tune. Gabe recognized it. He looked away and saw that Henry was then in another chair, on the other side of the room—the recliner that Gabe himself had just been sitting in. A lovely warmth spread up from Gabe’s own palm, and he looked to his right to find Val next to him on the couch. She held his hand and laughed. She was teasing him about something, and he laughed too.

Leaves fell from above, a peaceful green snow of big flakes, alive with light. Val let go of Gabe’s hand to catch one right in front of her face. She brought it to her mouth and bit into it, then laughed as she chewed.

The television was gone. No more couches. Gabe and Val stood on a footbridge that crossed the stream in the nature center at the edge of their hometown. Henry was crossing the water below them. In reality the bridge was just a few feet off the ground, but as Gabe looked down he saw that Henry was far away; his tiny form kicked at the water with bare feet, and the splash they produced repeated and folded on itself in dense waves. Val was in the water too. She was naked. Henry reached out to her, and then Gabe’s own hand was suddenly on her face. His feet were in the water. It was icy cold and moving fast. He felt Val touching him and he was afraid that he was going to lose control, and though he wanted to, he knew it was the one thing he must not do. The splashing grew louder as leaves fell fast like rain. They caressed Gabe’s skin, licked and stroked him, and he felt a full-body pleasure that was all-encompassing and without precedent. Gabe knew he would give in and release unless he did something, so he lifted his hands to protect his head and he ran. He looked back to beckon Val to follow him, but the figure that was once her turned around as Henry. He was naked and crying and rocking and singing full-throated at the sky. The leaves came down harder, as thick sheets of water. Gabe looked up and his body locked. His mouth was open, he couldn’t close it, and the rushing leaves filled his lungs.
         

He couldn’t breathe.

He ran.

But he was locked in place.

And he ran.

He couldn’t breathe. Or he could but the air did nothing.

The sound of the water was everything, so incredibly loud.

  


Gabe awoke in the dark, still hearing it. Even as he opened his eyes, the loud rush of liquid static echoed in his ears. As his senses returned to him he had the instant and unmistakable feeling that he was not alone. He heard the sound of measured breathing and the shifting of cloth. He opened his eyes wide and saw a dark silhouette of Henry’s hair cast like a shadow against the wall on the other side of the room. He was sitting on the floor. The light from the streetlights outside was just bright enough that Gabe could faintly see his friend’s open eyes.
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