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For Emma, and for my parents.









Soon, but not yet, Nora will look up and she will see me, sitting at a distance. In the wet grass, the imprints of Nora’s shoes will fill back slowly, and I won’t suspect that she is walking toward me.


After Nora meets me on the bench, it will be difficult to recall that in the beginning there were moments so plain and unconsumed that I felt I could watch them like a distant view. Like hills rolling away.


Once she holds out her hand and asks, Do you mind if I sit, no other memory will exist without brushing backward or forward over the moment her eyes looked down at me. The soft and penetrable skull of the world will suddenly harden and everything will be seen through the damp and wilful light of our first meeting.










one


At first, the trees behind the McKinnon dorm had looked like a real woods. The leaves were facing up as though it might rain. I stood by the bedroom window, my nose accidentally touching the glass, and I watched my parents walk down the path toward their car.


On the drive, the car window hadn’t been shut all the way. The wind had buffeted as we drove, killed all conversation. My mother, a few times, looked over her shoulder at me. Arm pressing against the back of my father’s seat so that she could crane her neck to see. I wanted her to ask if I would be all right. I wanted her to turn to my father, say, “Are we really going to leave her?”—the beginning of a tearful conversation. But the next time my mother turned, she met my eyes and she mouthed, That’s making a lot of noise, and I realized, she hadn’t been looking back at me, but at the sound of the wind rushing by.





I felt like I’d had a terrible day even though I hadn’t. The day had been long, not terrible. But, being alone, everything I thought was true, so I thought, What a terrible day, and I sat in my room.


My suitcase was still open. Before they’d left, my parents had made the bed for me. I thought of them pulling the sheets up, patting the duvet. I’d noticed the wrinkles on their hands as they smoothed out the sheets. Tight gold rings around their fingers, were they old? I’d wanted to lie down and have them make the bed over me as though I were a child. But I’d stayed standing. Watching unhelpfully as they worked.


It didn’t take long before everything was made, unpacked. My parents had looked around the dorm room and then they’d looked at me. The walls around us were white and bare, absolute possibility. When I met their eyes, I felt like promising them something, but what to promise eluded me, and with the bed already pressed so flat, my father said, “Okay, we should leave.”


In the afternoon there were a lot of introductions. We stood in circles all over campus. We found a landmark, played a get-to-know-you game. The grass had been wet and soft, like washed hair. At four o’clock we stood under the arch of an old tower and our guide, a girl a few years older, said, “At some point you’ll hear the carillon.” We nodded. “That’s fifty-one bronze bells.” I looked at all the heavy stones that had been placed, one onto the other, to reach the height of the tower. “It’s pretty cool,” the guide said. I accidentally met her eyes. She smiled at me assuredly, and I suddenly wished that she would take me aside and tell me that I should stick with her. That we should hang out. But before I could smile back, or consider another more compelling expression, she and the rest of the group had started to walk away.


Near the dorms, we played another game. As instructed, I said my name and then a hobby, and then two truths and a lie. Everyone guessed the lie correctly, and I wondered how I could be transparent already. It had been a bright day. We wore matching red shirts that said Frosh. They smelled like vinegar and by evening the printing had already started to peel, making some of us rosh and F osh.


We ate in a big group, arranged by dorm floor. We kept talking and talking. I watched the girl across from me chew, while the girl beside her asked, “Where did you go to high school?”


A slipstream of questions and answers. Was it Ashley who had gone to Oakwood? Was it Fiona sitting across from me, and was it rude to ask, and how often was it rude to ask, if that was in fact her name?


I wanted something unequivocal to bond us. But all together, our voices chattered and choired, indistinct. I wished that one of our voices would catch. I thought a couple good, hard words could maybe start a fire. That was all we needed. Smoke underneath us, the table crackling—at first, we would all be slow to react, but then we would get going. Nothing to blow the fire out with, we would have to use our breaths. As we stood over the table, smoke would billow to the high ceiling of the dining hall, and the flames would go out. We would all be red-faced and tired, so bonded and accomplished that we would probably be able to leave school without degrees. Our one meal, life-long—


“Do you guys want to go out?”


It was a warm night. Everyone’s makeup was darker than their skin. Our shoes sounded wet against the ground. We moved off-campus toward a bar.


Inside, we sat at a table near the wall. A girl named Clara raised an arm over her head to get our attention. She wore a strapless shirt and I felt like I’d looked at her armpit for too long, and that she noticed. She told us to make sure we knew our birthdays if we were using fakes. She was already nineteen.


“Do you have a fake?” I shook my head at the girl beside me, who showed me an ID that belonged to her cousin but that she thought would work because their eyes were similar. She thought their differently styled hair would actually play to her advantage, because changing your haircut could really affect the look of your face. She went ahead of me and didn’t have any problems. I had an underage wristband put around my wrist.


Everyone ordered beers because no one wanted to order what their mothers ordered, and we’d seen men order beer. The girl who looked like her cousin poured some of hers into an empty water glass and I drank from it. The tabletop was sticky. On the walls there were string lights and bicycle parts. It looked as though someone’s garage had been turned into an art installation.


“You said you’re from up north?”


“Yeah, you said you had two sisters?”


“Where up north are you from?”


“Are you close with your sisters?”


“What do your parents do?”


The girl across from me had a tattoo. A snake coming down her arm. I thought if I ever got a tattoo, it would be of a husband telling his wife that he wanted to move from their nice house to live in the wilderness. And then on the opposite arm I’d get his wife, her eyes held in the longest blink.


I said, “My parents own a lodge—”


It was actually called Lakeside Inn and Resort. But I thought calling it a resort would give the wrong impression. I could have said inn, but I thought lodge sounded more wooden. My parents had renamed it Lakeside Inn and Resort when they bought it. Before, it had been called Timothy’s Lodgings. The place was a cluster of five cabins. There was a main house with a front desk and a dining room, and there was an outdoor firepit where people cooked packs of hot dogs, and just-caught fish.


If you were to enter our town from the left side, coming north to south, you would find one grocery store, one restaurant, and four churches. The day before I left, one of the church marquees said, If you got arrested for being a Christian would there be enough evidence to prove it? I’d heard my dad say once that the only thing the town could really support was people praying for money, and the room had laughed. I thought of repeating this to the girl on my left, Annie.


“That’s cool,” she said.


“Yeah,” I said. “It’s on Lake Temagami.”


Annie shook her head. “I haven’t heard of it.”


“It’s really small,” I said. “Not the lake, but the town.”


She gave me a small laugh and looked down at the table. I couldn’t tell if she was laughing because I was embarrassing myself or if she was laughing because we were at a bar and drinking and we didn’t know each other.


We all swapped beers. We were deciding what we should like. I was tempted to say that I liked the one that was dark brown, the one the bartender had said was hoppy. But it wouldn’t be true, and I thought everyone would be able to tell.


The girl with that tattoo rubbed her hand against her knee and said, “I think I like the dark one.”


We all looked at her. She shifted in her chair and then drank another sip. As everyone went on talking, I watched her eyes slip from the conversation to her glass. And for a moment I felt steady, right to have said nothing.


On the way home from the bar, the group separated. A few girls went to a second bar and some went to a frat house. For the rest of us, the way back to the dorm seemed long.


“You know, just because we’re going back to the dorm doesn’t mean we have to go to sleep,” Clara said.


When we got up to our floor, I left the group quietly and sat back in my room. I felt like a remnant. The pressure of eyes looking at me had been lifted, but my throat was hot from drinking and when I went over to the window, I could still see the soft bends of my parents’ backs as they walked away.


I could hear talking through a vent. Laughter intermittently. I felt stupid for leaving myself out. I sat on my bed. I watched a video called “crunchy chicken cooked in the middle of the forest (NO TALKING).” The man builds a fire, runs his hand through a nearby stream, pets a cat that’s been following him. Then he brings out his heavy cast iron pan, shows us his salt and oil. The only sounds are of the stream, the fire, and the chicken crackling. When the chicken is almost brown, the man crouches and starts cutting basil on the flat of a tree stump. He cuts with a slow, smug rhythm that seems self-aware, and suddenly the natural calm of the brown forest floor and of the moss and weeds that surround the firepit feels inflicted. I stopped the video. And then I noticed that the dorm had gotten quiet.


I stepped out of my room. I wanted to go outside to the trees beyond the window, they reminded me of Temagami. I wondered if standing among them would make me feel sad or happy about leaving. If I felt happy, then it was simple. It would mean that I didn’t have to worry, and that the choice to come to school was justified, already good for me. If I felt sad, well, it wouldn’t mean the opposite, necessarily. I decided to expect to feel sad. And then I also decided that neither feeling should mean very much at this stage.


Annie was sitting in the common room. She held a book open against her chest. She was wearing a little toque that made her look cold. It occurred to me that if I asked her to come outside with me, we might have the kind of moment that makes people friends. We might both stare at the trees, unusually gray, unable to think of a color brighter. Our steps would be louder than usual on the sidewalk, and for a moment we would mistake ourselves as the only two people alive and this would bring a sudden gladness. It would vanish every question we had about our possible futures, and we would become suddenly strong, and purposeful.


Annie smiled. “Are you going back out?” she asked.


“Yeah, I think so,” I said. A finality that made her nod politely. I opened my mouth as though the space between roof of mouth and tongue might give more conversation, but because I said nothing, Annie just looked at me, and I had to whistle until the elevator arrived.


Down by the trees, the black sky seemed more distant without stars. Behind the dipping branches, the city was easy to see. The light from high windows made burrows of white and yellow through the night. I tried to look into the blackest row of trees. A place where they had been planted narrowly together, a thicket where the needles of their branches overlapped. But between each tree, there was a space where the darkness fell away, not like Temagami. I could look and look but the darkness would never look back at me. I waited a minute for realization. For the assurance of some resounding feeling, but all I could think was that the trees here did not make a real woods, although, with the sound of the street nearby, people’s voices and cars, there was the same sense of unknown company.










two


I got lost on the way to my first class because my dot on the map kept swiveling. I was late and the lecture hall was full. I stood looking through the small window in the door. The professor was all the way down at the bottom of the amphitheater. There were rows of people flipping their laptops open.


“Excuse me.”


I moved to the side and a guy behind me pulled the door out of his way. When it closed, it made a loud sound, which a few people turned to look at, and suddenly I felt the impossibility of going in after him. I watched the guy find a seat, shuffling by people into the middle of a row. I imagined myself, legs bumping against all the desks. Trying to crouch out of the way, but unable to become small enough to cause no inconvenience.


I looked down at my shoes. I thought of my parents who had bought me my shoes, and who had bought me all the shoes I’d ever had in my life. And I wondered if it would disappoint them if I didn’t go in and sit down. Or, if it was exactly the thing they expected I would do. Spend a few weeks in the city before coming home. Return to the lodge, no smarter, but smartened up. My mother had said, Sometimes you have to go away for a while to find a new appreciation for—


I could go back. Look after the cabins, strip the beds, and then make them. Bring plates of eggs around the dining room, talk about whether or not the biggest fish bite in the early morning, or in the evening, in the last dregs of light.


I didn’t get any braver thinking these thoughts. I would lie when my parents asked me how my first day had gone. Pretend that I hadn’t just stared at the door, pretend that I’d gone inside.


I walked back to my dorm room, the sun on the back of my head. I passed a hot dog stand and a noodle shop, and both smelled red and yellow. I tried to look into some of the faces I was passing to see if they looked worried, to see if any of them were also wondering if they’d gotten everything all wrong. But everyone seemed all right. They were talking to the person beside them, or they were walking at a meaningful clip, listening to something.


In the dorm, Clara hung a small whiteboard on the back of her door. When I walked past her, she was deciding what to write. She looked over her shoulder and called to my back, “Natalie, right?”


“Yeah,” I said, and tried to smile nicely.


“Want to come inside?”


Clara sat on her bed. I sat on the chair by her desk. She had a purple duvet, and a black-and-white map on her wall. Her blond bangs looked like a tuft of fur.


“So, Natalie. Who gave you that name?”


“I don’t know, I think my mom chose it.”


“You mean, you’ve never asked?”


I shook my head. She looked at me as though I also might never have looked at myself in the mirror.


“My grandmother named me after her sister who died in an accident when she was little.”


“Oh—”


“That’s why it might sound old-fashioned.”


I was sure that my name didn’t have a story. I knew no one had died for me to have it.


“We should exchange schedules so that we know when we’re both off class.”


“I’m supposed to be in class right now,” I said.


She smiled at me. “You’re kind of cool, Natalie.”


I looked down at my legs but couldn’t stop myself from smiling too. Which proved my uncoolness to myself and I thought, probably to Clara as well.


“Sarah said you were quiet, but I don’t think so. You’re not quiet, are you?”


I couldn’t imagine Sarah, but I said, “Sarah said that?”


Clara smiled again. She had the kind of blond hair that would fade easily into white. She would be the kind of old woman that people still found beautiful.


“Yeah,” Clara said. “But don’t pay any attention to her.”


She asked me if I wanted to go to the dining hall with her. We lined up outside. Clara spoke quickly to me, and the girls in front of us, about what kind of meal plan she had. And then she told us excitedly about the pasta station. She said, “I’ll probably eat pasta every single night.”


The pasta station had the biggest crowd around it. Clara went over, but then met me near the toasters, bowl empty.


“It looked very soft,” she said. “And I honestly can’t stand when my pasta is soft.”


I agreed with her. She started putting pieces of lettuce into her bowl. I took two apples from a basket of fruit, and six packets of peanut butter, and then we walked to the end of a nearly full table and sat across from each other.


“Is that all you’re having?” she asked. Her voice sounded slightly impressed.


“I’m not that hungry,” I said.


“I guess six peanut butters is kind of a lot.”


I nodded, but she kept her eyes on me. She didn’t eat the tomatoes in her salad. She left the big quarter slices on the side of her bowl.


That night, the heat of September ended so abruptly that there was talk of snow. Clara walked ahead out of the dining hall, said, “Are you kidding me?”


We stood in the grass. I looked at the ground, which was brown and hard. In Temagami the leaves had already turned autumn colors. There were people from the city who planned vacations just to see the change. They would spend hours not hunting, or fishing, but sitting on the cabins’ small wooden porches. Cameras in laps, they became very deliberate about breathing in, leaning their heads back. Above them, branches converged over each other, and the leaves made such a dense print that you felt like you were wearing it. I always felt the urge to laugh at them, but then, as time went on, felt sad instead that I wasn’t similarly awed.


At first the snow was only slight, almost still rain. But then the gray of the sky fluttered white and it was snow that started to fall.


“Has this ever happened before?”


“I’m sure it has—”


We stood without coats, lifting our faces, holding our elbows. It was quiet for a few minutes, the moment gathering itself. I imagined our voices years later straining to recall this day in late September. Middle-aged and thinking back through the chill in our clothes. The memory more vivid and bearing than reality had been.


Clara left to speak to a boy she recognized from her philosophy class. I sat on a bench just beside the grass. My eyes were already starting to get restless. Like standing in front of a good view, you either have to build your house there or turn away.


“Isn’t it cold?”


I looked over. A boy sat down, his shoulder against my shoulder.


“Yeah, it’s a bit cold.” I smiled at him.


He said he was Sam and I said I was Natalie, and then we asked the only questions we could ask. He was from Mississauga, and we were both in a class called Material Religion.


I looked at his chest. He wore a brown sweatshirt that matched his eyes and hair. He had rough cheeks, where acne had once been. “Can you believe it’s snowing?” he asked.


“No, I can’t.”


He said, “It must be called something. Everyone out like this.”


Faces turned up still, I thought, If we look for too long, we’ll join together and become a single cell. The kind that can’t think or speak or behave.


It seemed quiet even though people were speaking all around us. The cold air flattened the echo of our voices into an even tone. The ground was now white. Water leaking out of a pipe onto the sidewalk was slick, difficult to walk on. Sam leaned back against the bench, air in his cheeks. I looked at him, and I wondered why he’d sat down next to me. And then I looked across the way and I saw Clara leaning into one hip, the boy from philosophy smiling at her.


Sam smiled too when I looked over at him. And I decided to say, “You know, people are going to have sex tonight.”


His eyes creased quickly, as though I’d said something worrying, and then he laughed a breath of cold, visible air. “What?”


“Yeah,” I said. As though I knew. As though the line hadn’t taken all of my confidence.


“Why?” Sam asked. “Because of the snow?”


It still fell slowly, floating.


“Is it like the apocalypse? Is it like, people have sex before the world ends?”


I said, “I’m not sure.”


I imagined bodies heaping together, exactly the same as the snow. In the morning, a small plow burning a thin fume into the air would clear a path toward the dining hall even though it would’ve melted by the afternoon.


Sam shook his head at me, as though I were somehow unbelievable. And I wondered why certain people sit next to each other at certain times.


A few moments passed. He asked me what other classes I was taking. I started making a list. Intro to Psychology, a seminar in poetry—


“Ohh, you’ll have Jones, then.”


“For poetry? I think so—”


“Have you heard the rumor about her?”


I said I hadn’t.


He said, “They say she slept with a student last year.”


“Really?” I felt my head tilt. “Is that true?”


Sam laughed. “I don’t know.” But then he said, “She’s still teaching, so there must not have been actual proof. These things only get serious if you’re caught, or if you make a complaint.” He gave a silly smile, which made me think of a spool of yarn, a sheep. “And if it was me, I wouldn’t complain.”


I opened my mouth but then closed it, not knowing what to say. I hadn’t met Jones so I couldn’t tell him whether or not I would complain.


Sam looked down at his knees. “Do you want to go inside?”


He pushed his hands inside his pockets, I noticed his jeans, dark blue. I couldn’t picture his thighs. “I might stay out a bit longer,” I said.


Sam nodded, as though he’d expected that. When he stood, I stopped looking at his pants. He said, see you?


I said see you.


And then he turned, brushing the snow from his hair.


My room was white except for my duvet cover, which was green. My desk was brown, and my chair. My shoes at my door were black. And all of these things together were me.


In bed, my stomach felt small, which made my whole body feel cold, and slightly sick. I wrapped myself in my bedsheets. I was hungry, but I was going to bed.


The lights were all out and the blinds were pulled down. My stomach made a sound. Like hands digging wet sand. I curled over onto my side so that I felt absolutely frail. And I wondered if I wasn’t still a child who needed to be fed by other people. If I could handle going to class, and talking on benches, and milling through the dining hall, and putting enough on my plate, and not caring whether or not Clara thought it was cool to only eat apples and peanut butter.


I felt a slight nausea. I’d noticed that the room didn’t get that dark. The white walls seemed to carry spare light from the window. I thought of hanging a towel across it, but I didn’t have nails or tape. I shifted underneath the duvet. In Temagami, my parents would be sleeping. I imagined wood drifting through the dark on the lake. The bottom of a boat leaking through a hole in the water. How often did they think of me?


I thought of our kitchen and what my parents would have eaten for dinner. Wondered how long it would take for their routines to tighten around my absence. How had they delegated my tasks at the lodge? Did they wake up earlier and think of me, and hope that I would be back soon to sweep away leaves and untangle fishing rods and tell the old hunters hello? I felt a long, stretching sadness and wondered if it was a sign of true belonging. I thought of the wooden front desk where I’d stood and checked people in and out, the guilty boredom, was it really so bad? Wasn’t there, in Temagami, a knowable way forward?


I thought it was probably just easier to be sad in the way that you were used to being sad. I decided that I had to be patient. Less quiet, less myself. Closer to the person I intended to be. It would start the next day. I thought, Tomorrow, find a subject that you love, and become more capable in it. I felt these words soften my brain. I wondered if I’d heard them before, if it was a quote from someone famously wise, or just by an adult when I’d been younger.


I repeated the words, imagined they were a salve I was rubbing in. And this was how I fell asleep. Pretending that I’d never missed a class, imagining a grassy walk toward my next school building, a hill whose downward slope quickened my steps. The seat where I would find myself. Ears ringing with study, and close attention.










three


Jones taught poetry on Friday afternoons, dressed in black. I’d wanted to take a seminar called History’s Biggest Losers, but it was full. Nature Poetry had one spot left.


Jones walked around the classroom while she spoke. Her fingers circled through the air as though she were explaining how wheels worked.


“It’s always difficult to begin courses like this because there’s so much possible material, and even as a full-year course, eight months isn’t really enough time.” A drink from her mug. “What’s exciting is that everyone in this class will be bonded by the attention you give each other’s poetry, and by the vulnerability it takes to share and receive feedback on each other’s work.”


The classroom was quieter than any other classroom. We rested our hands on the desks, some pressed flat, some open. A boy across from me had a serious leather notebook. He wore a jacket that fit his shoulders perfectly. It was black denim with a shearling, white collar. Several patches had been sewn on the front—a blue rocket that had World Space Force written on the side, white cursive writing that said No Heroes. I wondered if I should buy a more specific jacket. One that could quickly show the core elements of my character.


“Let’s discuss etiquette. In this room, you must be thoughtful listeners. Critique is important, valuable, but I won’t tolerate meanness, or blatant insensitivity.”


Her eyes didn’t move quickly, they moved with precise attention. She had short hair, cut below her ears. When she looked at me, I looked toward my desk, where I had a notebook open.


“Okay, briefly on category, because there’s never any resolution. Nature is almost impossible to define. It’s difficult to argue that any subject you choose is not part of the natural world, so we won’t spend too much time on this. I won’t limit you to greenery, or ask you to pretend that you live on some pastoral hill, but I will ask that you write, partly, about what is ecologically observable.”


There was permission in the way she spoke. And I thought quickly of the rumor of her, whatever Sam had told me. Somehow, I couldn’t imagine her taking any particular interest in one of us. Her voice was lofty, well-composed.


The girl beside me shifted in her seat. I looked over and saw her jaw tight, her hand writing.


Jones said, “There are many ways to think of poetry and to think of the work that poetry does. The poet wants to make the world expressible in some way. She wants language to be enough—for the words she chooses and the way she arranges them to support the life of her ideas in the world. This ambition leads us to consider the difference between what we wish to express and what we are able to express. What is the role of language in this difference? How might it be shaped, and used to minimize mistranslation? And how, ultimately, can we reconcile the fundamental limits of our abilities, of our tools, which prevent the poem from ever being perfect. That prevent us from fully being understood.”


For the first time since arriving at school, I felt the promise of learning something that I’d never imagined. I felt the words that Jones spoke, affecting, pressing. Filled with an effervescent quality, a suggestion of new possibilities. There was a world where people cared about saying things a certain way, where they debated using one word over another and felt that the effect of this debate was consequential. It seemed impossible that this world was the same one that contained Temagami. It seemed impossible that it was the same one that contained me.


As Jones spoke on, I could see how she would be the kind of professor that students went out of their way to impress. I tried to write down important things she said, but the tone of her voice made each of her words feel so crucial that I ended up drawing faces in the margins of my page instead.


After class was over, Jones left quickly, coat over her shoulder. We started moving our things back inside our bags, no one really speaking. But then the girl beside me, Rachel, asked, “Have you read her work?”


I looked over. “No, I haven’t.”


“You haven’t?”


Rachel pushed her glasses up onto her head. The skin underneath her eyes was pale, hinting blue. She had a small bump high on her nose and a tone of voice that made her sound suspicious.


“What did you think of the class?”


I said I liked it.


“Do you want to be a poet?” she asked.


I smiled, thinking she might be joking, but she was serious, and the seriousness of her face made me adjust mine.


“I don’t know,” I said.


Rachel kept her head on a tilt. “I want to be a poet.”


We left the classroom. I thought, going forward, I shouldn’t act as though anything were an impossibility. I should think that the world and all of its jobs were open to me.


“I’ve been reading all of Jones’s work, to prepare. You know she published her first book when she was twenty-two?”


I raised my eyebrows.


Rachel said, “She’s only thirty-eight now.”


I nodded again. I wondered if nodding was as good as speaking.


“Which means she’s very accomplished. Not very many people have that kind of record of teaching and publication at a young age.” Rachel paused and then added, “Thirty-eight is young, especially in publishing.”


“Right, sure.”


She looked at me suspiciously. “What do you want to be?”


I laughed and said, “Oh, don’t ask me that,” but she had gotten serious again. The coherence of her desire and its pursuit made her face bright, made me feel like she was washing her hands while I was wringing mine. I felt jealous of her.


“Do you have a place in mind for the first poem?”


For our first assignment, Jones had told us to go somewhere we considered to be part of nature.


“I guess I’ll just find a park,” I said. “Somewhere nearby.”


“It might be hard to concentrate downtown,” she said.


“Do you have a place?”


“Yes,” she said, “I have an idea.”


I thought that if I asked her what her idea was, she would think I was trying to copy her, and I didn’t want her to think I didn’t have any of my own thoughts. She held her chin high. I watched her look up toward the street signs.


“Do you live on-campus?” I asked her.


“No,” she said.


“Do you live with your parents?”


“I live alone.”


“Really?”


She looked at me defensively. “I wanted to see what it would be like. The dorms can be loud, and I just want to concentrate—”


I rushed to say that she was right, they were loud, and how cool, anyway, that she lived in her own place. I told her that the city was so different from where I lived, had she heard of Temagami, it was so so so different.


She met my eyes. I stopped talking. Something about her made me want to chatter, made me want to say so so so forever. Maybe it was that the quiet between us felt hard and serious. She took self-assured pauses, seemed not to care if we walked side by side but didn’t speak. It was my inability to meet her on this silent bridge that led to her eyes pressing against mine. Maybe doubting my intelligence, or depth of personality. I wondered if she didn’t like me or if she looked at everyone this way, unable to stop herself from deep scrutiny. I thought she’d probably already decided that I was silly, and I imagined she didn’t have a lot of time for silly people, people who weren’t sure who they wanted to be, whose words could be forced out under the pressure of another person’s eyes.


Rachel looked up at the street signs again and then said, “I’ve been walking the wrong way.”


I turned around to observe the right way with her, but she hurried from my side and, without saying anything else, crossed the street before the flashing seconds ran out of time.










four


The early snow made the leaves brittle and they fell before their colors turned. Only a few trees in the park had any red or orange. The rest of them were already bare, the fallen leaves brown, dead.


Around the edge of the park there was a gravel path that runners circled like a track. It was almost raining; a haze, which seemed to want to materialize, made the air feel faintly pricking. I walked toward a square of benches and sat. I had to write Jones a poem. I tried to think about nature. I tried to feel if I was in it, had I picked the right place?


I leaned over my knees and looked at the ground. On my way over to the park I’d seen a bumblebee smeared into the sidewalk and now that was all I could think about. I moved my hand along the grass, and cold water sprang to my fingers. I wrote a few things down in my notebook. Wet, green, mud. And then, after looking around for a while, I wrote, There was a bumblebee smeared into the pavement. The words on the page looked much different from the bumblebee. Was that the disconnect Jones had meant, between words and their meaning? I looked up.


The benches around me were mainly empty. I felt the first drops of rain against my face. A man sitting across the way ate a muffin. Small birds hopped near his shoes. My chest started to feel cold, as though suddenly there was skin exposed. I looked down to make sure it was my imagination and when I looked up again, my eyes were drawn to a different place. As though caught by a seam in the air. Across from me, I saw a woman looking.


The woman wore a brown coat. It folded in between her crossed legs. She held the handle of her umbrella as though at any moment she might use it to shift gears.


She sat very upright. And I wondered if it was her uprightness that made the coat look so nice, expensive? Or if it was the coat itself that made her look so upright? I thought she looked the way you would expect a doorbell to sound. Bright with the anticipation of company.


I tried to avoid staring directly at the woman. I looked at the ground near her shoes, the branches above her head. When my eyes did fall on her, I made sure that they were also falling on something else. The trees to her right and left. I couldn’t tell her expression, but the air around her seemed shyer, it seemed to softly petal from her.


The woman stood. As she got up, I looked back to my notebook. I stared at the ground again. A rock, a stick, a few leaves. I could only think of generic descriptions—veins on a leaf. What was another word for veins? What is a good word for a poem?


Because I could think of nothing, I took out a book that Jones had assigned. But then, instead of reading, I tried to think of all the reasons Jones would sleep with one of her students. I wondered if it was possible for someone to be irresistible-looking. Was that it? I couldn’t imagine any one of us being so beautiful that it caused her to overlook the relative dumbness we would bring to conversations. And then I thought, maybe it was a poem. Maybe a student had written an irresistible poem.


The woman crossed the park. It wasn’t until she was close that I could hear her shoes. Her boots had left a narrow path through the grass. Like the paths left by deer in the forest. Her heel marked her step, but then her toes were padded and flat. They didn’t sink into the mud.


Now I could see her face properly, could see she was looking right at me. And I thought maybe I was in her place. I should move from where I was. I closed my book and I shuffled so that I might stand, but the woman held out her hand.


“Sorry,” she said. “You don’t have to leave.”


I looked up at her. Dark hair that fell over one side of her face. She held her arms across her stomach as though the walk had made her cold, and then she said, “I’m Nora. Do you mind if I sit?”


When Nora spoke, it felt like a trick. It made me wish that the day was darker, or that a candle could be lit.


She sat down as though we’d been waiting to meet. I tried not to turn my head, but moved my eyes as far over as I could to look at her. The air seemed newly full. Nora turned her face toward me.


Neither of us spoke and after a moment I wondered if she’d mistaken me for someone else, but there was no way of asking her that, so I pretended that nothing was unusual to me, and I turned my book to a different page. I looked down at the poem in my lap. The journey, she writes, is full of branches and stones. The wind and bad advice—


“Mend my life!”


Nora leaned over my shoulder and said, “Mary Oliver?”


I opened my mouth and then closed the book self-consciously. Nora smiled. Catching her eyes felt like sitting in something wet, foolish.


I said yes. And then I said, “I’m taking a poetry class.”


“Oh, so you write poems?”


I said, “Not usually.” And then I asked, “We haven’t met before, have we?”


“Not before now.”


I blinked dumbly. I wondered what would make me sit down next to someone I didn’t know and start a conversation. But then I thought other people did things like that all the time. On planes. Or buses. Or bars—especially in bars.


Nora propped her elbow on the back of our bench. Her eyes felt like buttons open on my shirt. “So, you’re in school,” she said.


I nodded at her.


“Should I guess your major?” she asked.


I tried not to smile too widely but could feel that I had. And I was almost overcome with embarrassment, but then she smiled back.


She looked down at my shoes, the collar of my shirt, quickly, my waist. What was I wearing? I felt my clothes hanging on to me. I wanted to tell Nora that they weren’t really mine. But I didn’t speak, and she was still surveying, gathering a guess.


I wanted her to name a subject that I’d never heard of before, and then for me to say no, and say something even more surprising. But instead, I said, “You won’t be able to guess.”


“No?”


“I haven’t decided on a major yet.”


I shifted on the bench. Nora kept looking at me. I was worried to look back in case her eyes stayed put, in case they didn’t follow the usual give-and-take of eyes.


“You should guess what I do,” Nora said.


She uncrossed her arms and her coat fell open over a blue sweater, the kind of color you’d wrap a baby in. I looked at her face and tried not to mind that just as I could see her, she could see me too. I wanted to keep my look sweeping, but then I found myself caught between her lips and nose. Puddling in that soft dip.


“You’re thinking hard,” Nora said. She smiled and the dip lessened. I got out.


“I don’t know.”


She watched me for a second. I thought of the rough tongue of a cat.


“Do you go to U of T?” she asked.


“Yeah.” I paused. “I’m new.”


She smiled as though this was quite obvious and then turned away to look out over the far ground of the park. As her attention strayed, I worried suddenly that she might be a teacher at the school. That she might have come over because I was a student, and this was a way of making people feel welcome.


“Are you a professor?”


Nora looked back at me. “Is that your guess, then?”


“Oh,” I said. “No.”


Nora laughed. “I’m not a professor.”


I felt some relief.


“I’m sorry I interrupted you,” she said, and gestured at my notebook.


“No,” I said. “I didn’t have anything to write about anyway.”


“It’s hard to write a poem.”


“That’s what I’m finding.”


Her face turned again, and she looked over the grass. I tried to look around too, but everything seemed plain.


I said, “Do you talk to a lot of people in this park?”


“Are you trying to track a strange pattern of behavior?”


“Oh, no—”


“How old are you?” she asked.


I felt surprised. “Why?”


She looked kindly at me. “You don’t have to say.”


I wondered if she was flirting with me, and wished that I could tell her that I was twenty-five or thirty. A good, solid age.


“I’m eighteen,” I said.


She nodded.


I tried not to look shy. “Is that what you expected?”


“Yes,” she said. She closed her coat, brushed a strand of loose hair off her face. “Do you want to know how old I am?”


I looked at my lap. I did want to know. If she had asked me if I wanted to know what she’d eaten that morning, I would have wanted it.


“Only if you want to say,” I said.


Nora looked at me. I wondered if it was a knowing look, and I tried to think of something I could say that might cause the thumb of her attention to shift. But then her hand flattened the back of her coat and she stood over me.


“I should leave you be,” she said. “Good luck with your poem.”


“You too,” I said. Impossible to take back. She turned to leave, and I felt the feeling of a missed step, a sudden panic that I wouldn’t see her again. “My name’s Natalie,” I told her.


She turned around. “Natalie—”


My name—it seemed to belong to some deeper part. Was this deeper part my truest self? I felt it buried in my chest, in my stomach. I felt it rattling as though there were a way for it to be freer than it was. I thought I should have told her my name earlier, given her more than one chance to tell me, Natalie.


“It was really nice to meet you,” she said.


And I sat quiet as she left. Staring at her last glance.










five


That night there was a party in our dorm. The cold rain that had fallen all afternoon and evening finally stagnated but left a wistful fog that didn’t part as the students coming across the grass walked through it. I could see only a vague movement of arms and legs. Loud cackles of laughter from a mouthless swarm.
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