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	  There also stands the gloomy house of Night;
ghastly clouds shroud it in darkness.
Before it Atlas stands erect and on his head
and
         unwearying arms firmly supports the broad sky,
where Night and Day cross a bronze threshold
and then come close and greet each
         other.
      

      —HESIOD, Theogony
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	 When the first call came that morning I was with a student, so I didn’t answer it.

 “Don’t worry,” I told Agnes Hancock, one of my most promising classics majors, “the machine will get it.”

 But it stopped after the third ring.

 “I guess whoever was calling changed his mind,” Agnes said, relacing her fingers to conceal the ragged cuticle on her right
 thumb. She’d been gnawing on it when I found her waiting outside my door—ten minutes early for my eight o’clock office hours.
 Most of my students were sound asleep at this hour, which was why I held my office hours so early: to discourage all but the
 most zealous. Agnes was definitely a zealot. She was on a scholarship, for one thing, and had to maintain a high average, but Agnes was also one of those rare students who seemed to have a genuine passion
 for the material. She’d gone to a high school with a rigorous Latin program and gotten the highest score on the national Latin
 exam in the state. Not shabby for a state as big as Texas. She wasn’t just good at declensions, though; she had the ability
 to translate a line of ancient poetry and turn it into poetry again, and the agility of mind to compare the myths from one
 culture to those of another. She could have a successful academic career in classics or comparative literature. The only problem
 was that her personal life was often chaotic—a result, I suspected, of her looks.
 

 Agnes was blessed with the kind of classic American beauty that you thought only existed in fashion magazines—until you saw
 someone like her walking down the street. Long, shiny blond hair, flawless skin, straight teeth she was born with, blue eyes—the
 kind of Barbie-looks I would have traded my dark hair and olive skin for when I was growing up. I couldn’t complain though;
 the enrollment in my Latin and mythology classes had never been so high before Agnes declared her major. There were always
 a couple of suitors waiting outside on the quad when we emerged from Parlin Hall, but they had been replaced this year by
 one in particular: a wild-eyed philosophy major who pursued her relentlessly through the fall and then became so jealously
 possessive of her when she finally agreed to go out with him that she’d broken up with him over spring break. I hadn’t seen
 him since then and I’d heard that he dropped out. Now I wondered if he was back. I have a feeling the torn cuticles and dark
 shadows under her eyes are his doing, but I’m afraid that if I ask her about it she’ll burst into tears. And that won’t do
 either of us any good. We’re both due in Main Building at nine o’clock for the Classics Department’s summer internship interviews.
 Which is why, no doubt, she’d camped out on my doorstep so early this morning.
 

 “It was probably someone calling about the final,” I say, reaching toward the phone. “I’ll turn the ringer off so we won’t be disturbed.”
 

 “Oh no, you don’t have to do that, Dr. Chase. It wasn’t anything that important …” She’s already half out of her chair.
 I’d forgotten how easily spooked she gets when attention, good or bad, is directed at her. It surprised me at first because
 I thought that, with her looks, she’d be used to it, but I’ve gathered through talks we’ve had about her childhood that her
 father, a Baptist minister in a small west Texas town, preached endlessly against the sin of vanity. She seems to think it’s
 her fault when boys fall in love with her, which has made it all the more difficult to deal with her possessive ex-boyfriend.
 

 “Don’t be silly, Agnes, I do it all the time. Believe me, they’ll just e-mail me instead. My inbox will be filled with a dozen
 questions designed to ferret out the exact passage that’ll be on the exam. Anything to avoid actually reading the whole of
 Metamorphoses.”
 

 “But Ovid writes so beautifully,” Agnes says, her eyes widening in genuine disbelief. “Why would anyone not want to read everything
 he wrote? I especially love his version of the Persephone and Demeter story. I’m using it for my presentation.”
 

 I smile, not just because of the pleasure of a shared literary passion, but because my ploy has worked. At the mention of
 her favorite poet a calm has settled over Agnes. She’s sunk back into her chair and her hands, released from the knot she’d
 wrung them into, fan open, loose and graceful, in her lap, like one of those paper flowers that expand in water.
 

 “Is that what you wanted to see me about? Your proposal to Dr. Lawrence for the Papyrus Project?”

 Agnes hesitates and I see her gaze stray out my second-story window toward the quad, where a few students are lounging in
 patches of shade cast by the live oaks. It’s not yet nine, but the temperature is already in the eighties and the forecast
 predicts it’ll break a hundred by noon. The sunlight between the trees is so bright that it’s hard to make out anything but amorphous shapes in the shade. So if Agnes is checking to see if her ex-boyfriend is waiting
 for her, she’ll be looking in vain.
 

 “It’s on the role of women in mystery rites?” I prompt. Since my specialty is women in the ancient world, I’ve been coaching
 Agnes on her proposal.
 

 “Yes,” she answers, tearing her eyes away from the window. “I plan to argue that the frescoes in the newly excavated section
 of the Villa della Notte, which was buried in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79, depict a mystery rite similar to the
 ‘little mysteries’ of Agrai, which combined Eleusinian and Dionysian elements.”
 

 “And can you give a brief definition of mystery rites and of those two in particular?”

 “Sure. A mystery rite was a secret form of worship that revealed some kind of ‘truth’ or doctrine only to those initiated
 to the rite. They usually had something to do with the afterlife. The most famous were the Eleusinian Mysteries, which got
 their name because they were originally celebrated in Eleusis, Greece, and although we don’t know exactly what went on because
 they were, well …”
 

 “Mysteries?”

 “Yes, secret mysteries. We know they reenacted the story of Persephone and Demeter. An initiate probably relived the story of the rape
 of Persephone, her trip to the underworld, and then the wandering of her mother, Demeter, who killed the crops and everything
 growing because she was so upset at losing her daughter. While she’s wandering around she comes to Eleusis, which is why the
 rites were there, then she goes to Zeus, who sends Hermes to bring Persephone back. Only Persephone had eaten some pomegranate
 seeds, so she could only spend half the year aboveground and the other half she had to spend in Hell—I mean, Hades …”
 

 Agnes blushes at her slip, and I save her by nudging her on to the next topic. “What about the Dionysian rites?”

“We think they reenacted the story of Dionysus Zagreus, a variant of the wine god myth. In this version Dionysus is the son
 of Zeus and Persephone …”
 

 Agnes notices me lifting an eyebrow and a little light of understanding dawns in her face, “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that before!
 Persephone’s a link between the two myths! Anyway, Hera, jealous of her husband’s illegitimate child, gets the Titans to eat
 the baby”—here Agnes makes a face and mock shudders—“but Athene rescues the heart and brings it to Zeus, who eats it and proceeds
 to have another affair—this time with Semele, who gives birth to a new Dionysus. In the rites, a group of women, called maenads,
 become intoxicated with wine and reenact the dismemberment and consumption of the god—”
 

 “Literally?”

 “Oh no—at least we hope not! I mean there is that play by Euripides where Agave, the queen of Thebes, and her women are so
 frenzied they tear apart Agave’s own son, Pentheus, but probably they just tore apart bread meant to represent the god and
 drank some more wine. Of course, if you believe Livy, the rites turned into this big sex orgy, but I think that was just prejudice
 because the rites were popular with women and took place at night. Anyway …”
 

 As Agnes goes on to describe the Dionysian elements in the frescoes in Herculaneum, such as the presence of the traditional
 basket (liknon) and wand (thrysus), I wonder, not for the first time, at a Baptist minister’s daughter choosing to study pagan religions. But then, casting
 off the family religion was no alien concept to me, and I suppose studying Dionysian orgies and blood sacrifices was as harmless
 an act of rebellion as the piercings and tattoos sported by her contemporaries. Still, her passion for the subject is a little
 unsettling. Describing the frenzy of the maenads she begins to look like one herself, her cheeks pinking, her blue eyes flashing,
 and her hair coming loose from its ponytail. She comes abruptly back to herself when she notices, as I do, that another call is coming in on my phone. The light flashes four times and then stops.
 My caller has apparently gotten slightly more determined to reach me.
 

 “Excellent,” I say. “And now tell me why you have to go to Italy to study these frescoes?”

 “Well,” Agnes says, taking a deep gulp of air and refastening her ponytail, “for one thing, the newly excavated frescoes haven’t
 been photographed yet, but, most important, they’ve also found charred papyrus rolls in the villa. The little taggie things
 on them—”
 

 “Sillyboi,” I suggest, providing the Greek term for the tags that ancient librarians used to identify papyrus rolls.
 

 “Um, yeah.” She giggles nervously. “I guess I should use the Greek name, but it always makes me laugh … The sillyboi indicate that the library of the villa was dedicated to foreign religions— there are books on Mithraism, Isis worship, the
 cult of Cybele, Orphism, Pythagoreans—so why wouldn’t there be one that described the little mysteries that went on right there? And while at one time we wouldn’t have been able to read these scrolls because they were all burned
 on the outside when Vesuvius erupted, Dr. Lawrence is going to use multispectral imaging to see inside them … which I
 think is just so cool. I really think Dr. Lawrence is a genius, don’t you?”
 

 Not Agnes, too. She hasn’t gotten caught in his web, has she? Elgin Lawrence has a history of seducing his teaching assistants, and Agnes is just his type—and not just because she’s beautiful.
 He preys on young girls who are insecure. Agnes’s father might have thought he was doing her a favor by scourging her of vanity,
 but he would have done better to instill a sense of self-worth in his daughter.
 

 I open my mouth to form some sort of polite but qualified response to Elgin Lawrence’s claims to genius, but I am spared such
 shameless equivocation by the appearance at the door of Barry Biddle, Elgin’s grant partner on the Papyrus Project.
 

“Hadn’t you better get over there, Sophie?” Barry asks. He’s in a suit and tie and already sweating. Although he left the
 Northeast eight years ago he still dresses as if he were in Boston instead of Austin. He hasn’t realized that no one wears
 suits after March in Austin. Well, no one who doesn’t have to. I’m in a gauzy Mexican blouse I picked up in San Antonio a
 few years ago and a skirt that’s a tad too short, but then I’ve always thought my legs were my best feature. Right now, they’re
 bare down to my sandals and tanned from spending yesterday swimming at Barton Springs. Agnes, on the other hand, is wearing
 a crisp seersucker suit, stockings, and navy pumps adorned with silly red and white bows … but then, she’s the one applying
 for the job. Barry always looks as if he’s on his way to a job interview, and though he may not know that Elgin asked me first
 to work on the Papyrus Project, I suspect he still feels like a second fiddle in the operation. I imagine he’s no happier
 with Elgin’s flamboyant style than I would have been, but then Barry is coming up for tenure next year and he hasn’t published
 anything of significance since his dissertation.
 

 I stare pointedly at the clock, which reads 8:42, and then nod toward the window. “Elgin always walks up through the quad
 and I haven’t seen him go by yet,” I say. “You go on ahead. We’ll be right behind you.” I give Agnes a hard stare to keep
 her in her seat. “Tell Elgin I’m personally escorting Miss Hancock.”
 

 I wait until Barry disappears from my doorway, leaving a damp stain where he’d grasped the wood door frame, and then roll
 my eyes at Agnes. She’s not looking at me, though; she’s looking at my phone, which has started to flash again.
 

 “Someone must really want to talk to you,” she says. “Maybe you should get it.”

 “If they really wanted to talk to me they could leave a message,” I say, trying not to count the flashes, but doing so anyway.
 It flashes five times and then stops.
 

 “It’s just I’m afraid … it might be my fault.”

“Your fault?” I ask, sounding angrier than I’d meant to. Agnes’s self-deprecation can get on my nerves. Probably because she
 reminds me of myself at that age. “How in the world—” I stop when I see Agnes’s eyes fill with tears. I get up and close the
 door and hand Agnes a box of tissues on my way back to my chair.
 

 “I think it might be my boyfriend … I mean, my ex-boyfriend, Dale Henry,” she manages after blowing her nose. “He’s back
 in town and I’m afraid he’s going to show up at the interview.”
 

 “If he’s an ex, how does he know your schedule?” I ask, trying to make my voice kind but firm. It occurs to me that I could
 teach a course in this subject: How to Separate from Your Crazy Ex.
 

 Agnes blushes and chews on her thumb. “One of my roommates called and told me that Dale came by the house this morning right
 after I left. Of course they didn’t tell him where I was, but apparently he’d seen an announcement about the internship interviews
 and he was sure I must be going there. I know he’s not too happy about me going to Italy …”
 

 “You realize he doesn’t have a say in your plans, Agnes. He’s not even your boyfriend anymore.”

 “I know, I know, it’s just that he gets so jealous and he’s gotten this idea about Dr. Lawrence—”

 Agnes stops and I see her looking at the phone, which is flashing again. I don’t have to count; the three flashes feel like
 the beat of my heart.
 

 “Well, Dr. Lawrence does have quite a reputation, you know,” I tell her, hoping to get in a little warning about Agnes’s future romantic plans as
 well as her past ones. I’m afraid it doesn’t seem like she has the best track record, but then, with my romantic history,
 I’m not really in a position to judge.
 

 “Oh,” Agnes says, “I know. All the prizes he’s won and he was on CSPAN last year! I can’t believe I might get a chance to
 work with someone so famous!”
 

 I don’t point out that it wasn’t Elgin Lawrence’s academic reputation I was referring to. The phone has started to flash again, but Agnes is too busy listing her professor’s curriculum
 vitae to notice. At least she’s not crying anymore. When the light fades after the fourth ring I hand her a mirror to fix
 her lipstick and mascara and grab my briefcase. “Dr. Lawrence would be lucky to get such a bright and competent assistant
 to work on the project,” I say, checking my own lipstick in my reflection in the window— and surveying the quad at the same
 time. “Come on. Let’s go.”
 

 Agnes smiles shyly at my praise, her newly glossed lips pink and innocent. I smile back, glad I’ve managed to reassure her
 without having to admit that it’s not her crazy ex on the phone. It’s mine.
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 It’s the number sequence that’s clued me in: 3-4-5, the simplest representation of the Pythagorean theorem. Ely was obsessed
 with it. He heard it in the cawing of the grackles outside our Hyde Park bungalow and claimed the traffic lights on Guadalupe
 were timed to it. He counted his steps in sequences of 3-4-5 as he walked around the campus, and changed his route if the
 number of steps from one building to another weren’t divisible by twelve. Instead of walking straight from Parlin to Main,
 as Agnes and I do now, he’d swing around the statue of Robert E. Lee and approach the Main Mall from the east side.
 

 I pause now under the shade of a live oak opposite the statue and scan the mall. It’s been five years since I saw Ely, but
 I’m sure I’d recognize his tall, rangy figure anywhere—and there’s no place to hide on the mall. The expanse of pavement below the
 University Tower glitters in the morning sun, a burning desert compared to the shady nook we’re in now. There are benches
 on the edges of the mall but no one’s sitting on them—it’s already too hot to sit in the sun.
 

 Then I glance up at the tower. I can’t help but feel I’ll be exposed once I step out of the shade and into full view of the
 tower, but that’s as much because of the tower’s history as my own. I wasn’t born yet when Charles Whitman barricaded himself
 on the twenty-eighth-floor observation deck and picked off fourteen people with his arsenal of weapons, but I’m enough of
 an Austinite to think of that August day every time I walk beneath the tower. My aunt M’Lou was working in the emergency room
 at Brackenridge Hospital then, and she told me that in addition to the gunshot wounds, they treated patients for third-degree
 burns. That was because when Whitman started shooting, pedestrians on the mall dove for safety under these benches and were
 pinned there for the next ninety-six minutes. Somehow that detail has always haunted me the most, the thought of feeling your
 own skin sizzling against the pavement but knowing that a worse fate awaited you if you stood up. It was the kind of choice
 Dante would have dreamed up for his Inferno.
 

 “Um, don’t you think we should go?” Agnes asks me. I turn to her and realize I’ve made her even more nervous by my hesitation.
 She’s sweating under her seersucker suit, her eyes skittering around the mall like pinballs.
 

 “Sure,” I say, squeezing her elbow and leading her quickly across the hot pavement toward Main, “into the lion’s den.”

 A quick blast of heat and light and then we’re in the lobby and walking past the security guards, two ex-students whom I’ve
 seen around the Drag for as long as I’ve lived in Austin. The town is full of these underemployed malingerers who fall for
 the Austin lifestyle during college but who also don’t find, or want, anything very challenging in the way of work after graduation. Right now they seem more interested in admiring Agnes’s legs than in checking
 IDs. Besides, the real security in the building is to get up in the elevator to the observation deck, and all we have to do
 is walk up one flight to the conference suite.
 

 Elgin had said that he’d scheduled the internship interviews here because there wasn’t a large enough room available in the
 Classics Department, but I suspect he just likes the formality of the big boardroom and that the plush swivel chairs and gleaming
 mahogany table, set behind a wall of polished glass so that the whole room feels like a stage set, make him feel more imposing.
 I can see Agnes shriveling into herself as we enter the room, so I give her arm another comforting squeeze, steering her toward
 a chair on the far side of the table, near the head where Elgin is sure to sit, and then go to get us two coffees from the
 cart that Odette Renfrew, the dean’s secretary, has just wheeled in.
 

 “Pretty dress,” I say, sidling next to Odette as she sets out cream and sugar. “The color suits you.” The orange in her dress
 and matching head cloth more than suits her, it casts a warm glow on her dark skin that’s like a flame burnishing her cheekbones
 and toned biceps. Odette’s a large woman, but she keeps fit by swimming daily at the university pool, where I often share
 a lane with her and then, afterward, trade school gossip in the sauna. Which is why she looks surprised to see me.
 

 “I thought you’d excused yourself from this particular party,” she whispers to me as I pour the coffees.

 “I have,” I say, “I’m just here to watch the interviews … and to lend moral support to Agnes Hancock.”

 Odette glances over her shoulder at Agnes, who’s looking out to the hall where Elgin Lawrence and several students have just
 appeared at the top of the stairs. I see Agnes’s eyes widen and her shoulders relax at the sight of her professor. I can’t
 say I totally blame her, finding my own gaze stuck on Elgin as he stops to talk to someone in the hall. He’s in his Indiana Jones mode, as I’ve come to think of it: rumpled but nicely fitting khakis; soft
 blue shirt that brings out his blue eyes; sleeves rolled up to reveal muscular forearms that I happen to know he keeps toned
 by rowing on Town Lake but which always make him look as if he’s just gotten back from an archaeological dig in Cairo. Agnes
 is staring through the glass at him as if mesmerized—and so are the cluster of students around him, male and female.
 

 “Shit,” I whisper under my breath.

 “Yeah,” Odette says, shaking her head. “I’m not sure going to Italy with Professor Romeo is the best thing for that girl.”

 I laugh at Odette’s private name for Elgin Lawrence and pour milk in the coffees. “I agree, but what can you do? Kids, right?”
 Odette smiles and pats me on the shoulder. She’s got four sons, all in various stages of advanced education here at UT, thanks
 to their mother’s tuition benefits. Although I imagine their infractions are minor—it’s hard to imagine anyone crossing Odette—she’s
 always shaking her head over some new exploit by one or the other of them. “I’ve got pastries from Cisco’s,” she tells me
 before going back to her office. “I’m gonna heat ’em up and bring ’em in if this meeting goes on too long—the dean wants the
 room cleared by ten-thirty.”
 

 I take the coffees back to Agnes, but Barry Biddle has taken the seat next to her so I sit across from them, my back to the
 glass wall. I hear Elgin come in with his entourage of students but refrain from turning to greet him until I notice he’s
 hovering over me. When I look up I see he’s grinning down at me—or possibly my bare legs.
 

 “Dr. Chase, so kind of you to take time out of your busy finals schedule for my little ole Papyrus Project,” he says in a
 southern drawl that sounds like he grew up on a plantation and not the pig farm I know he did. “I hope it’s not too flashy for you.”
 

 Flashy is what I called it when I told Elgin I didn’t want in. The truth was I wouldn’t have minded being a part of the project if Elgin had a shred of evidence that the multispectral imaging
 was going to work on the papyrus scrolls from the Villa della Notte, or if he’d framed the project as an experiment, but instead
 he’d gone around spreading outrageous claims for the technology and promising lost manuscripts to gullible students like Agnes.
 The project had been turned down by three institutes before Elgin had finally gotten funding from the Pontificia Instituto
 Sacra Archeologia— PISA—on the grounds that one of the charred scrolls found in the villa might contain an early Christian
 document. It was one more reason I didn’t want anything to do with the project; I’d had my fill of nuns in parochial school.
 

 “I’m here because I’m interested in Agnes’s presentation on women’s roles in mystery rites,” I say primly. Elgin nods, keeping
 his eyes on me a beat too long for my comfort, and then turns to Agnes.
 

 “Ah, Miss Hancock, punctual as always. A good sign. We’ll be getting started early on site this summer to get our work done
 before the damned riposo.”
 

 I try to catch Agnes’s eye to say See, what did I tell you? We had plenty of time! but she’s blushing and stammering something about being an early riser. The other intern candidates are avidly eyeing the
 coffee urns, wondering if they still have time to get themselves coffees. Elgin settles that by announcing in a booming voice,
 “Let’s get down to it then!” and sitting down at the head of the table. Barry’s gotten him coffee and so he’s oblivious to
 the caffeine deprivation of the rest of his little flock.
 

 “Well, as you all know,” Elgin begins, “we’re here to see which one of you lucky youngsters gets to go to Italy this summer
 to work on the Papyrus Project. If it were up to me I’d take you all—” There’s a murmur of approval at this sentiment, which
 reminds me how popular Elgin is with his students. “But I’m afraid there’s only money enough for us to take one, so that’s why we’re holding this interview—kinda like cheerleading trials all over again,
 eh?”
 

 The girls in the group titter—most of them look as if they were cheerleaders not too long ago—and even the boys smile, no
 doubt reliving their own fond memories of the cheerleaders of their youth. These Texas boys never get over seeing their first flaming baton toss, my aunt M’Lou always says. I bet Elgin would like nothing better than to have the girls do flips and straddles to see who
 gets to go with him to Italy
 

 “Only here the winner gets to dig up ancient charred papyrus scrolls in the hot sun and then stare at them in an un-air-conditioned
 lab. Y’all still interested?”
 

 The group voice their undaunted enthusiasm for the project— all except Agnes, who is, I notice, still staring blankly over
 my shoulder out the glass wall behind me. She hardly seems to be paying attention. As the students begin their reports my
 mind wanders back to the phone calls. Maybe it wasn’t Ely. After all, the rings could have been a random occurrence of the
 3-4-5 sequence, an argument I was always making to Ely. If you look for the numbers, I told him, of course you’re going to
 find them. He would respond by citing the odds of those specific numbers occurring. He always knew the math. When I met him
 in my first year of graduate school he was still an undergraduate but already something of a legend on campus as a math genius.
 He was sitting in on the graduate seminar in Greek philosophy because of his interest in Pythagoras. Although he had no background
 in ancient languages (except a smattering of Hebrew from his bar mitzvah training), he’d spent the summer teaching himself
 Greek and could sight-read Heraclitus faster than the Greek majors. So when he asked me to tutor him I suspected he wasn’t
 just interested in my classical background.
 

 We would meet in my house because he was living in an airless triple that smelled of gym socks and greasy wrappers from Dirty’s Hamburgers down on the Drag. My little Hyde Park bungalow, which I shared with an introverted psychology major, was a paradise
 of space in comparison. For most of that warm Austin autumn we could work outside on the front porch, sitting side by side
 on an ancient metal glider that Ely kept in constant motion while we translated Heraclitus and Plato. Since it was hot, and
 he always turned down my offers of beer, we drank a lot of iced tea, glass after glass through torpid September and into still
 balmy October, when my front yard started filling up with pecans from the trees that lined my street. The pecans would find
 their way onto the front porch and under the runners of the glider. Ely made a game of seeing how many we could crack during
 a passage, dividing the number of split shells by lines of Greek.
 

 I collected so many shelled pecans during those tutoring sessions that I started making pies, but Halloween came and went
 and the cold fronts of November rolled in and broke the back of summer’s heat and still he hadn’t kissed me. On Thanksgiving
 Day I was heading out to my aunt’s ranch in Pflugerville when I saw his bicycle (a peeling red Huffy with an old orange crate
 for a basket) parked in front of Luby’s Cafeteria. I found him inside nursing a piece of corn bread for the free iced-tea
 refills, so I brought him back to my house and we ate a whole pecan pie that I had made for M’Lou before he worked up the
 courage to kiss me. I never made it to Pflugerville that weekend. I can still taste the caramelized sweetness of his mouth
 and recall the smell of butter and flour on our skin. The smell of butter and pecans has been known to make me weak at the
 knees, which is exactly what’s happening right now. The door behind me has opened and let in a gust of honeyed air, like some
 enchanted elixir wafting off fabled isles. I swivel in my chair to see Odette with a tray of pecan sticky buns. She winks
 at me as she sets them on the coffee cart. This is her way of getting Elgin, who has a notorious sweet tooth, to hurry up the meeting. I check my watch and am surprised to see it’s nearly ten
 o’clock. I’ve lost nearly a whole hour thinking of Ely.
 

 “Hm, perhaps we should take a break—” Elgin says, sniffing the air.

 “There’s only Miss Hancock left to present,” Barry points out. Poor Barry, who’s on a perpetual diet, is eyeing the sticky
 buns as if they were bombs about to explode. I glance at Agnes, who has laid out her neatly printed 3x5 note cards on the
 table in front of her like a tarot reading, and think it would be cruel to let her suffer any longer.
 

 “Yes,” I say, “and I’m sure the dean would like his conference room back.”

 Odette rewards me by refilling my coffee while pointedly ignoring Elgin’s attempts to attract her attention to his empty cup.
 Agnes clears her throat and launches full speed into her case for secrets of the ancient mystery rites lying in one of the
 villa’s charred papyrus scrolls. Although her delivery is rushed, her passion for the material shines through. Elgin runs
 her through the requisite drill of questions but the look he exchanges with Barry Biddle clearly indicates his intention to
 choose Agnes for the internship. The other candidates slump dejectedly during her cross-examination and one even gets up and
 helps himself to a sticky bun. When Agnes, breathless and damp, answers her last question, Elgin rises and leans over Barry
 to pat her on the shoulder.
 

 “Excellent work, Miss Hancock, a model for the rest of you.”

 Agnes starts to smile, but then her gaze drifts over Elgin’s shoulder and her big blue eyes widen. I assume she’s reacting
 to one of the other candidates, most of whom have abandoned the conference table en masse to drown their disappointment in
 sugar and butter, but then I hear something loud explode in the room and Elgin trips over Barry.
 

My first thought is that one of the urns must have gotten pushed to the floor and that Odette’s going to be furious, but when
 I swivel in my chair I see that Odette isn’t paying any attention to the coffee urns. All her attention is taken up by the
 slim, darkhaired boy striding purposefully into the room and toward Elgin Lawrence, his right arm stiffly extended as if
 he’d come expressly to shake Elgin’s hand. For half a second I think of Ely because the boy looks a little like him—he’s even
 wearing the same Converse High-Tops Ely always wore—but then I realize Ely hasn’t looked like this boy for years. This isn’t
 Ely; it’s Agnes’s ex-boyfriend, Dale, and he’s not trying to shake Elgin’s hand, he’s holding a revolver pointed directly
 at Elgin’s head.
 

 I want to tell this to Odette because I somehow think it will change things. That the information will stop her from stepping
 in front of Elgin, a step that pulls her into the blast from the next shot as though she had stepped into the red wave that
 explodes across her chest and then knocks her back into the coffee cart, splattering sticky buns and terrified students in
 the wake of her shattered body.
 

 I try to stand, but my legs crumple and my chair slides out from under me. On my way down I have time to notice Barry Biddle
 grabbing Elgin and pulling him out of the way of Dale’s next shot.
 

 Of course, I think as the gun goes off for the third time (why, I wonder, have I been counting?) and I hit the floor, Agnes
 said that Dale was jealous of her relationship with Professor Lawrence. That’s why she was so nervous this morning, not because of the internship interview. I should have paid more attention to what she
 was trying to tell me.
 

 It’s dark under the table, like the shade underneath the live oaks we walked beneath this morning. Still, I can make out across
 the table Agnes’s scuffed navy pumps with the little red and white bows that I found so quaint only an hour ago. They strike
 me now as both heartbreaking and infuriatingly innocent. Hadn’t she realized Dale was capable of going on a homicidal rampage?
 But then, I think, I’d had no idea how far gone Ely was until he shaved his head and went to live with a cult. I remember how all my
 friends had wondered how I hadn’t seen it coming, hadn’t noticed that he spent more and more time alone locked in a room chanting,
 that he’d stopped eating anything but raw nuts, and that the pile of books on his side of the bed were no longer math textbooks
 but tracts on Eastern mystery religions, reincarnation, and numerology.
 

 Ely. I remember the phone calls and it occurs to me with total irrationality and total conviction that he had been somehow
 calling to warn me: a warning framed in a numerical code.
 

 Another shot explodes above me, splintering through the table and showering me with sawdust. The fourth shot. The phone was
 ringing four times when I left my office. I’m suddenly sure there will be five shots in all.
 

 On the other side of the table I see the heels of Agnes’s shoes press together as if she thought she was Dorothy and could
 transport herself back to Kansas, but no, she’s standing up. In the silence that still rings with the echo of Dale’s last
 shot I hear her surprisingly firm voice quoting something that sounds like scripture.
 

 “Dale, remember what we talked about. The evil I flee, the better I find.”
 

 I see the black sneakers walking toward Agnes’s side of the table, making their way around two crumpled bodies—one I recognize
 from his clothes as Barry Biddle (I can’t recognize him from his face because his face is gone) and the other is Elgin. Only
 Elgin is not crumpled. He’s huddled, pretending to be dead, no doubt, his right hand splayed out above his head, his left
 cupped in front of his face, as if hiding from what is happening above him. I see his face contort as a Converse High-Top
 steps on his hand, but he doesn’t cry out or move. I try to lip-synch a message to him, but he’s looking down. I notice that
 a light is reflected on his face and realize that he’s got a cell phone in his hand that he’s trying to operate. He must be trying to get help, but I don’t believe that anyone is coming in time to help Agnes.
 

 I can feel the rough fiber of the carpet rubbing against my elbows and it reminds me of the pavement that burned those people
 pinned on the mall while Charles Whitman took potshots at them. There’s no shame in trying to save your own life, I can imagine
 my aunt M’Lou saying. But then there was nothing those people could have done.
 

 I prop myself up on my elbows and start to wiggle myself toward Agnes’s shoes. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Elgin
 looking at me, his face lit by the light from his cell phone. His lips are forming some silent command to me, but I can’t
 tell what. It’s too late, I think; on the other side of the table I can see the black High-Tops approaching Agnes’s navy pumps.
 The white rubber parts of Dale Henry’s sneakers are slippery with blood. The last thing I want to do is touch them, but then
 I hear Agnes scream “No!” and I lurch for the shoes, reaching for an ankle. As soon as my fingers graze the bloodstained canvas
 I can feel that he’s already losing his balance. I hear the weight of his body thud hard against the table, but the fifth
 shot’s already been fired. It goes straight into the table, blasting the wood above my head into pulp, releasing a corona
 of gold dust that dazzles my dark-accustomed eyes. It’s like the sun exploding inside my chest and the sky falling. And then
 it’s like the coldness of deep space as I fall back into the dark.
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 Once, when Ely had locked himself in his study to meditate and chant, I pressed my ear to the door to listen to what he was
 chanting. At first all I heard was a low rhythmic hum and then, when I realized there were words beneath the hum, I couldn’t
 recognize their language. I thought for a moment that he’d added speaking in tongues to his repertoire of miracles, but as
 I listened I realized he was chanting three repeated lines of Greek hexameter verse. It took me another hour to transcribe
 and translate the three lines. I don’t know what I was expecting. A summoning of Satan? A prayer for help? An invocation to
 the dead? Certainly not these three questions:
 

 Where did I go wrong today?

What did I accomplish?

 What obligation did I not perform?

 Later I found out that they were a fragment from a Pythagorean text called The Golden Verses—reputedly the lost work of Pythagoras, or possibly a third-century-AD forgery. Practitioners of Pythagoreanism were supposed
 to ask themselves these three questions every night. I never came across a classical reference to using them as a chant. That
 must have been an innovation of the Tetraktys, the particular Pythagorean cult that Ely had joined.
 

 I hadn’t thought about the questions in years, but when I opened my eyes in St. David’s Hospital I could have sworn that the
 sweet red-haired nurse standing over me in her surgical green scrubs asked me, “Where did you go wrong today?”
 

 I tried to answer—I was pretty sure the right answer was “By getting out of bed”—but I discovered that my mouth was taped
 shut. Two vertical lines, like quotation marks, creased the young woman’s brow and, consulting her chart, she tried another
 question.
 

 “What did you accomplish?”

 She smiled at the end of this one as if we were sharing a joke. “Getting myself shot” was one obvious answer, but then the
 other possibilities—getting Barry Biddle killed and Odette Renfrew shot—pushed up my throat and struggled against the plastic
 and tape strapped over my mouth until I could feel myself choking.
 

 The nurse reached over my head where a crescent moon gleamed in the pale green light and performed some motion that released
 a stream of hot molten silver into my veins. I could taste it at the back of my throat. When her face reappeared above me,
 she looked weary and many years older as she posed the third question.
 

 “What obligation did you not perform?”

 Although I couldn’t speak I found I could move my head slightly up and down—a motion that caused me great pain but brought
 a beatific smile to the nurse’s face. Yes, I imagined her thinking, you see where you failed! If only you had heeded the portents and signs! The code of rings, the message of the
 tower, the sign of fire in Odette’s skin! Only a blind person could have failed to see what was coming! The nurse turned to
 summon an audience for my confession. I didn’t mind, I was prepared to come clean, it was a relief really, but when a trio
 of masked men arrived at my bed I found my courage failed me. What good did it do to confess my sins now? What good did it
 do Odette and Barry? I tried to convey an expression of regret before I sank back into the embrace of darkness that lay like
 a cave beneath my rib cage. A place I could see, by the tubes attached there, had been hollowed out in a vain attempt to lighten
 my burden of guilt.
 

 The next time I woke up my aunt M’Lou was there. The tape was gone from my mouth, but tubes still ran from below my ribs to
 a pump beneath me that gurgled and rasped like a giant mouth sucking in seawater. I told her that a nurse had been there asking
 me questions.
 

 “Yeah, honey, that’s what they’re trained to do. They just wanted to see if you knew your name and all. Do you? Remember your
 name?” She smiled to make a joke of it, but I could see she was dead serious.
 

 “Sophia Anastasia Chase,” I told her, surprised my lips could still fit around the syllables. “Who could forget being saddled
 with a name like that? Thank God you made the nuns just call me Sophie.”
 

 “Well, I’d had experience dodging ‘Mary Margaret Louise.’ ” M’Lou stroked my forehead just like she used to brush the hair
 off my brow when I had a fever. “You were lucky, Sophie. If that bullet hadn’t first gone through the back of Dale Henry’s
 head and two inches of mahogany table it would have shattered your chest. As it is, it broke two ribs and punctured one lung.
 But you’re going to be fine. You just have to try a little to get better.”
 

 “Dale Henry turned the gun on himself? So Agnes is okay?”

She nodded. “Agnes is fine, but her daddy swooped her on back to Sweetwater—out of the big bad city. She’s called me every
 day to see how you were doing.”
 

 I try to ask about the others—Barry and Odette—but the whirlpool beneath my bed is sucking too hard on my chest. M’Lou sees
 that I’m having to struggle and calls in a nurse. She reaches above my head and I realize what I’d thought was the crescent
 moon is really an IV bag. She injects something into the tube that runs into my arm and I feel that same rush of silver through
 my veins and taste the metal at the back of my throat. M’Lou squeezes my hand and locks her eyes on mine, making the same
 two promises she made to me when I was ten and my mother died and my dour German-Catholic grandparents adopted me. “I’m sticking
 around,” she says. “We’re going to get through this together.”
 

 I nod, but I still have to ask. I manage just the name. “Odette?”

 I see M’Lou’s lips move but I can’t hear her over the roar of the whirlpool. I can only make out the word questions.

 I knew then that the Charybdis beneath my bed was sucking me down into Hades and that the three questions were a test to get
 past the ferryman. If I could answer them correctly I could go down and bring someone back. I hated knowing I might have to
 choose between Barry and Odette because I knew that Odette would insist I take Barry even if he was an idiot. But still, having
 to make a hard choice was better than not having a choice at all. I just had to figure out where I had gone wrong.
 

 So I spent whatever time I was conscious—and some time I suspect I wasn’t—trying to identify the crucial moment that I started
 down the wrong path. I thought it might have been when I found Agnes chewing her cuticles outside my office door. I should
 have sat down right next to her on the dirty linoleum floor and asked her what was wrong. To hell with the interview, I imagined
 myself saying, we’re going to call my lawyer friend Mary Ellen right now and get an order of protection sworn out against
 this Dale fellow. The details of what would have happened after that remained a little hazy in my head. Each time I thought I had it all figured
 out a nurse would come in and, mistaking my moans of anguished conscience for pain, give me a shot of morphine.
 

 The whirlpool would open up then, threatening to pull me into its maw. Could I really assign the moment of error to ignoring
 Agnes’s problems with Dale? Wasn’t there an underlying reason for my callous disregard of her emotional crisis? A root cause?
 I could feel the whirlpool pulling me back in time. In the perpetual artificial day of my hospital room, I felt myself slipping
 back to the last, and only, time I’d been hospitalized before. Only then I had been in the maternity ward.
 

 That first time Ely and I had slept together had come as a surprise. Neither of us had birth control. So I’d counted back
 the days to my last period and decided it was too late in my cycle to get pregnant. I was wrong. By Christmas I knew I was
 pregnant. When I told Ely he said that some of the greatest discoveries in the history of math and science had been made through
 error. Why shouldn’t we have a baby conceived in error? That I was in my first year of grad school and he hadn’t even graduated
 college yet weren’t good enough reasons not to celebrate the random. He wanted to take some time off before going to grad
 school anyway. So he got a job at the Harry Ransom Center, the university’s rare-book library, and moved into my Hyde Park
 bungalow. Clare, the psych major, said she’d been thinking of moving to a feminist co-op across town in Clarksville. Before
 she left she sat me down on the glider on the porch and asked me if I was sure I knew what I was doing. Was it because my
 grandparents had raised me a Catholic and I thought abortion was a sin? Was it because my mother had me when she was only
 seventeen and if she hadn’t let her parents talk her out of an abortion I wouldn’t be here? Or was it because I wanted to
 relive my mother’s story, only this time keep the baby and not let some crazy religious fanatics get ahold of it thus rewriting my own childhood crisis of abandonment?
 

 After swearing to myself I’d never tell another soul about my childhood, I asked if she would please make sure she returned
 M’Lou’s truck when she had finished moving her stuff. Then I went inside and translated Horace until she finished packing
 and left, reassuring myself that Clare had it all wrong. I wasn’t trying to relive my mother’s story—she’d been seventeen
 when she got pregnant with me and I was twenty-four. And she’d been sleeping with so many men that she didn’t know who my
 father was. My grandmother believed he was Hispanic because of my coloring, or maybe, she’d add ominously, a Jew. My mother
 had had no plan beyond dropping me off with friends while she cocktail waitressed at night, which quickly evolved into dropping
 me off at my grandparents’ when she wanted to go to a concert or to Santa Fe to sell jewelry. She left me there more and
 more until I was ten and she drowned tubing on the San Marcos River during a seven-year flood—an act so silly and frivolous
 it was as if she didn’t even want to be taken seriously in death. I wasn’t anything like her. I had a teaching assistantship,
 a scholarship, and, most of all, Ely. And my grandmother had been dead for three years, my grandfather for two, so there was
 no question of dumping our baby with them.
 

 Ely and I settled into the little house as though burrowing down for the kind of northeastern weather Ely was used to instead
 of the brief cold snap that Austin called winter. I had a desk in an alcove off the front porch and Ely took Clare’s old room
 for a study. I traded my creaky old futon for a real bed with a box spring. When the baby came, it would sleep with us. We
 bought books on attachment parenting and breastfeeding at Starwoman, the New Age bookstore just down the block. The campus
 shuttle let Ely off right by the store and he often stopped there on his way home and bought me something—a crystal to hang
 in the window or a scented candle. He poked gentle fun at the lesbians who ran the shop and their Wiccan beliefs.
 

 “You know we’re living in a New Age triangle,” he pointed out on one of our evening walks. We’d fallen into such routines
 quickly, as if we were an old married couple who’d been living together for fifty years. “There’s Starwoman’s on Forty-third
 Street; that Jungian bookstore, Archetypes, over on Guadalupe; and then this place.”
 

 He was pointing to a house on the corner we were passing. It looked like all the other clapboard bungalows in the neighborhood
 that had been shipped west on railroad cars during the Depression, only this one was a little better cared for than the student
 rentals— the paint fresh, the grass neatly trimmed—and instead of a street number painted on the front porch there was a triangle
 made up of ten dots.
 

 “What is that?”

 “A tetraktys,” Ely told me. “It’s a Pythagorean symbol. There’s something strange going on here. I think this place is some
 kind of church.”
 

 “Maybe the owner’s a math teacher,” I said. “What makes you think it’s a church?”

 “Look at all the cars,” he said.

 I glanced up and down Avenue H and saw what he meant. The street was lined with cars all the way down to 38th Street, but
 there was no sound of a party coming from any of the neighboring houses. The double-wide driveway to the Triangle House (as
 I’d already started to think of it) was packed like a parking lot.
 

 “I’m surprised they can all fit in there,” I said, looking toward the house. Then I realized what Ely meant by strange. The
 windows of the house were completely dark. Not a crack of light seeped out, nor any sound. The Church of the Tetraktys was
 packed with silent congregants praying in the dark.
 

 The night was mild, but still I shivered. “How creepy,” I said, turning away from the darkened house.

“I don’t know,” Ely said, lingering behind me. “The lack of light and sound probably make it easier to concentrate. Pythagoras
 said that his disciples should be silent for five years while they absorbed his teaching.”
 

 Of course we’d discussed Pythagoras before, but I think this was the first time I heard Ely cite a saying of the philosopher
 as if he were quoting a prophet. Was that the moment when things began to change? Would I have been able to make a difference
 if I had paid closer attention to Ely, if I had noticed that the books he brought home from Starwoman were no longer on childbirth
 and natural parenting but instead were about reincarnation and numerology?
 

 But my focus had turned inward that spring, as if the baby needed all my attention just to grow. Outside the world was bursting
 with color. Our unmown yard was a riot of evening primrose and bluebonnets, wisteria and coral vine crept over the roof and
 hung like a curtain in front of the glider, turning the porch into a fragrant grotto. On our evening walks the air was scented
 with mimosa and night-blooming jasmine. We talked less and less on the walks, a silence I thought of as companionable. When we came home I didn’t want to disturb that communion, not even with the buzz of electricity. I’d move around the house
 lighting candles that released their Eastern perfume—sandalwood, pachouli, myrrh— into the southwestern night. I said prayers
 of thanksgiving to each flame while Ely withdrew into his study. To prep for his finals, I thought. Sometimes I would hear
 him humming. I thought it was a sign of how intent he was on his work.
 

 One day at the end of the semester I walked to the campus. It was only June but the temperature was already in the eighties.
 I could have taken the shuttle, but I’d grown a little alarmed at how much weight I’d gained with the pregnancy, so I thought
 I could use the exercise. I was dropping off a paper at the Classics Department—it was on the lawsuit waged by a Roman slave named Petronia Iusta to regain her freedom, a paper on which I got an A+ and later formed the basis of my thesis—and then I thought I’d surprise Ely at the library. I had just gotten my check for my teaching assistantship and figured we
 could splurge on lunch out at Les Amis.
 

 The library was blessedly cool after my long walk in the heat. It was built of the same limestone as most buildings on the
 campus, the thick yellow walls imprinted with the fossils of ancient seashells, and kept dim to protect the valuable manuscripts
 and photographs in the collection. Ely was lucky to have gotten the job here, I thought as I took the elevator up to the fourth
 floor, it was the kind of plum university clerical post that Austin slackers kept for decades. Not that he’d need it for that
 long. I was sure he’d get into the graduate program here at the university and be offered a teaching assistantship, but it
 was a good job to have in the meantime and in a way I envied him. There had been many days this spring, standing in front
 of a poorly air-conditioned classroom full of first-year Latin students, that I would have preferred being immured within
 the library’s calcareous carapace.
 

 It was so chilly, in fact, that the receptionist on the fourth floor was wearing a cardigan and drinking a mug of hot tea.
 It was like I had wandered into the Cotswolds.
 

 “Hey,” I said, “Noreen, isn’t it? Is Ely in the stacks?”

 “Ely gave up his Wednesday hours a month ago,” she said, blowing on her tea and looking embarrassed.

 I pretended that I’d gotten the wrong day. Then I pretended that he’d told me about the change of schedule but it had slipped
 my mind.
 

 “Pregnancy hormones,” I told Noreen, and then asked to use the bathroom.

 I threw up for the first time since my first trimester. The only explanation I could imagine for Ely changing his schedule
 without telling me was that he was sleeping with someone else. I rifled through the people we knew—the Classics and Math students, neighbors and shopkeepers—and my brain latched on to the checker
 at our food co-op. I’d noticed lately that she always bagged our groceries when Ely was there—and Wheatsville was a strictly
 bag-your-own establishment. She never bagged my groceries when I went in alone. She also worked at Starwoman. Maybe she was the reason Ely was always lingering there on
 his way home. In fact, I’d seen her coming and going from an apartment near Ely’s shuttle stop on Speedway. It would have
 been easy for Ely to stop at her place on his way home.
 

 I left the HRC without saying good-bye to the receptionist and without stopping for a sip of water at the cooler even though
 my mouth was as dry as dust. Outside the day had grown sultry and humid. A green pall hung over the live oak and pecan trees
 and the air smelled like grackle droppings and sulfur. I got on a shuttle but its swaying made me feel sick so I got off at
 the first stop and set off walking north at a quick clip. I remembered that Ely had taken his bicycle with him today instead
 of riding the shuttle. Would he be careless enough to leave it outside the girl’s apartment? And if he had would I have the
 courage to knock on her door? I imagined myself standing there, big-bellied and sweating, and realized what a spectacle I
 was making of myself. But I couldn’t stop. I walked faster and faster, ignoring the first drops of rain and the wind that
 picked up the fluffy white spores from the cottonwood trees and set them flying around me like snowflakes.
 

 I don’t know what kind of scene I would have made at the checker’s apartment if I hadn’t seen Ely’s bicycle leaning against
 the side of the triangle house first. As on the night Ely first pointed out the place to me, the house was surrounded by cars
 and half a dozen bikes besides Ely’s. The windows were shuttered and lightless even though the storm had now made the air
 as greenly murky as Texas lake water.
 

 I’m not sure how long I stood there. Long enough to get soaked through to the skin. At one point I thought I could hear a low humming coming from the house, although I didn’t so much hear
 it as feel it, a vibration that needled my skin like an electric current. Its pulsing rhythm was familiar. It had the same
 cadence as the humming I’d heard coming from behind Ely’s study door.
 

 I waited until the service—if that’s what they called it—ended and people started to come out. I noticed how quiet they were
 as a crowd, smiling at one another but not speaking, and how diverse. There were middle-aged housewives who looked as if they
 belonged over at Hyde Park Baptist, purple-haired teenagers, clean-cut college kids fresh out of towns like Lubbock and Sweetwater,
 and a couple of elderly black people. And then there was Ely, almost last, his head bowed as he left the building.
 

 As soon as he stepped outside, though, he looked up as though I’d called his name and saw me. I saw then in his face, which
 had been so radiant and peaceful a moment before, what a fright I must have looked. Other people were staring at me, too:
 a pregnant woman, standing bareheaded in the rain, soaked to the skin. Looking down at my arms, I saw that my skin was plastered
 with the cottonwood fluff as though I had grown feathers. At that moment I felt like some hideous monster, a girl transformed
 by her jealousy into a harpy.
 

 Ely called my name but I turned away and started walking back to our house as fast as I could. I heard him behind me and I
 broke into a run. I could feel my abdominal muscles contracting to keep the baby from jostling inside me, the ligaments pulling,
 but I couldn’t stop.
 

 Of course, in my condition I couldn’t go very fast, either.

 Ely caught up with me on the corner of 42nd and Avenue B, only a block from our house. He grabbed my arm from behind. Because
 the street was wet and because being pregnant had thrown off my balance, I slipped when he grabbed me. He might have been
 able to hold me up, but my skin was slick with cottonwood spores. I went down hard on my belly, the pavement sending a shock through my body that felt like a wave hitting me and sucking out
 my breath as it withdrew. Ely was crouched beside me, his lips moving, but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. My ears roared
 with the sound of the retreating surf. As he helped me to my feet, I felt water splash against my legs. I remember thinking
 that we were caught in a rip tide; it was pulling us out to sea and would drown us both.
 

 Then the cramps started.

 Perhaps it’s the watery gurgle of the pump draining fluids from my chest that’s reminded me of that moment, or perhaps it’s
 being back in the same hospital where our baby—a girl we named Cory—was born and lived her brief life. Her lungs hadn’t had
 a chance to develop and on her third day she stopped breathing. The NICU nurses tried to resuscitate her, but her little heart
 wasn’t strong enough. The neonatologist who gave us the news said that it might be for the best. She was born so early that
 she would have had a multitude of developmental and health issues.
 

 A multitude, he said. I remember thinking that a multitude of anything was better than this nothing. I also remember thinking
 that even my flaky, scatterbrained mother had done a better job bringing a child into the world.
 

 The hollowness I feel in my chest now feels like the hollowness I felt then. Surely this was the answer to the first Pythagorean
 question. Waking in the strange half-light of my hospital room I say aloud to the walls, “Haven’t I gone far enough back now?”
 

 “It’s not the direction you should be going in at all,” a voice responds.

 I turn my head toward the door and there’s Odette sailing into my room, borne through the air like Cleopatra on her perfumed
 barge. Instead of cupids, she’s attended by one tall seraphim disguised as a young man in a navy blue suit who must be her son and who steers her wheelchair to my bedside. She’s wearing
 a fuzzy purple bathrobe embroidered with coffee cups and muffins.
 

 “Honey, I hear you’re not making your best effort to get well,” she says, leaning over me. The coffee cups on her robe are
 topped with squiggly lines denoting rising steam.
 

 “I should have warned you about Dale Henry,” I say.

 “Honey, no one could have known what that poor sick boy was gonna do until he walked into that room with a gun in his hand,
 and by then any fool could have known what was going to happen next.”
 

 “So why’d you have to put yourself between that crazy man and that fool teacher, Mama?” Odette’s son asks her.

 “Because your mama’s a bigger fool than any of us suspected, James. There, I’ve said it. Happy now?”

 The tall young man—he’s so tall that it makes me dizzy to look up at him, and when I do his features are blurry in the gloom—
 looks anything but happy.
 

 “The doctor said not to let you work yourself up—”

 “As if you could control what someone else was feeling. That’s what I come here to tell this girl,” she says, turning from
 her son to me. “I know you, Sophie Chase. You’re lying here brooding on what you could have done different. Well, that and
 a quarter will get you a ride on a bus to Nowhere. You grabbed that boy’s leg so he wouldn’t shoot Agnes, didn’t you? How
 were you to know he’d already put that gun in his mouth? At least you tried to do something.”
 

 “How did you know I grabbed his leg? You’d been shot—”

 “Mama, the doctor said only five minutes—”

 “I’m almost done, James. Why don’t you go see if you can find me some decent coffee? I’m sick of the swill in this place.”

 When James has gone, Odette nudges her chair closer to my bed and takes my hand in hers. She leans in close enough so that
 I can smell the gingery pomade she uses in her hair and whispers something—only the suck and gurgle of the whirlpool beneath
 my bed make it almost impossible to understand her. It sounds as if she’s just said, “Many are the narthex bearers, but few
 are the Bacchoi.”
 

 “Isn’t that Plato?” I ask her, “from the Phaedo?”
 

 But then James is back, bearing a cup of coffee in a blue paper cup emblazoned with the white columns of the Parthenon. The
 question of where he found a Greek diner in Austin mingles with the wonder of Odette quoting Plato, but then Odette wafts
 the cup under my nose and the scent wipes out everything. The coffee smells heavenly. A mixture of cocoa and cinnamon. When
 I open my eyes, James is wheeling Odette out of the room. I have time only to see the back of her robe, which is embroidered
 with something written in fancy script. Sure that the words will give a clue to the mystery of her last statement I study
 them hard.
 

 “Sometimes I wake up grumpy,” I read. “And sometimes I let her sleep in.”

 I wake up the next morning clearheaded and alert. It’s as if the whiff of coffee Odette shared with me the night before had
 finally woken me up. I manage solid food for the first time and the nurses tell me that the tubes can come out of my chest.
 Even the pain of that procedure feels almost good. Like being alive again. I turn down the offer of painkillers that afternoon.
 I want to be able to think clearly when I talk to Odette again. It’s impossible, I realize, that she was quoting Plato. I
 must have misheard her. Still, I feel sure that if I can just talk to her again I’ll be sorted out.
 

 It’s M’Lou, though, who shows up in my room that afternoon bearing flowers and cards from my students and colleagues at the
 university. She beams when she sees me sitting up with a tray of Jell-O and hard-boiled eggs. “Thank God,” she says. “You
 look a hundred times better. I was afraid … well, you seemed like you’d gotten a wee bit lost.”
 

 “I think I was,” I say, taking a spoon of the ersatz Jell-O (Schmello, Ely called it when I was here last). “But Odette knocked some sense into me. Do you think I’m well enough to go visit her?
 Is she on this floor?”
 

 M’Lou drops the cards to the floor and kneels to pick them up. She spends a long time shuffling them. When she finally looks
 up, I see tears in her eyes.
 

 “No,” I say, “she can’t be. She looked fine last night.”

 M’Lou lets the cards drop to the floor again and takes my hand. “Sweetheart, Dale Henry shot Odette at point-blank range straight
 in the heart. She never had a chance. She was declared dead on arrival seven days ago.”
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	 Only three weeks have passed since the morning of the shooting to this bright afternoon when M’Lou drives me home from the
 hospital, but it feels like a lifetime. My unmown lawn of wildflowers has turned sere and brown. The coral vine, in which
 I have always suspected a Julio-Claudian lust for world domination, has sent out feelers that have attached themselves like
 tiny reptilian feet to the front-door screen.
 

 “I kept meaning to come by,” M’Lou says from behind me on the porch, “but I hated to leave you, and then the hospital had
 me on double shifts.”
 

 “It’s all right.” I brush away the vine, which springs back, smacks me across the face, and then slithers off into the dark rafters. “It’s just a house, not a live thing that needs looking
 after.”
 

 When I open the door, though, the house chuffs three weeks worth of stale Texas heat into our faces and moans like a trapped
 animal. The heavy canvas Roman shades, which I’d drawn against the heat three weeks ago, lift on the outgoing air and then
 slap back against the windowpanes as the house sucks in new air. The rattle of loose panes sounds like the gurgle the pumps
 had made sucking fluid out of my chest in the hospital.
 

 “Do you feel any pain there?” M’Lou touches my hand which I’m holding against my chest.

 “No, just a little shortness of breath sometimes.”

 “Well, that’s to be expected after losing half your left lung.” She walks past me and pulls up a shade. “There’s a rehab center
 out on Bee Caves Road for patients who’ve had lung surgery. It’s called the Oxygym. I’d be happy to take you.”
 

 “Sure,” I say to M’Lou’s retreating back. “Once I’m settled.” I’m glad to see that M’Lou’s back in brisk, efficient mode.
 I hear the refrigerator door open and a series of tongue clucks and then the sound of clumpy liquids gurgling down the drain
 and the snap of a plastic garbage bag being inflated.
 

 The house is being resuscitated while I remain becalmed at its center, unable to move past the living room. I glance at the
 little desk I still keep in the alcove by the front door for bill-paying and see my desk calendar spread open to May. I’ve
 always kept it by the front door to double check appointments on my way out and now I step toward it as though it could tell
 me what to do next in my own house.
 

 The pressing appointments that I find here have already passed. Final exams, term paper due dates, grade deadlines—all scrawled
 in emphatic red ink, circled, and appended with exclamation points asserting their importance and urgency—have slipped under
 the encroaching tide of time without a ripple. My very efficient teaching assistant rooted through my old test files and proctored
 the exams. She was able to calculate grades for my undergraduate Latin sections and my graduate students were given incompletes.
 I imagine most of them were happy to get the extra time to finish their papers. My chair called me at the hospital to tell
 me not to worry about getting in the grades until the fall. He even offered me an extra teaching assistant if I needed one
 and the fall semester off. The university would of course pay for any medical bills my insurance hadn’t covered—rehab and
 counseling, too. By the end of the conversation I had the impression I could have asked for an all-expenses-paid spa vacation
 and an in-home Jacuzzi, anything to keep me from suing the university. It was then that I learned that Dale Henry had been
 seeing a counselor at the Student Health Center in the fall who had responded to his increasingly unhealthy obsession with
 Agnes with a bizarre cocktail of Ritalin and Prozac. Barry Biddle’s parents were already suing. Odette’s son—who looked nothing
 like the tall seraphim who’d appeared in my posthumous vision of Odette—told me that they weren’t because “Mama would have
 hated that.”
 

 As for me, I had no intention of suing anyone. I felt at least as responsible for what happened as that counselor.

 I turn the calendar page from May to June and find a grid of boxes empty except for one word written across the whole month.
 VACATION! Although it’s my handwriting, I can’t, no matter how long I stare at it, evoke the sentiment with which it was written:
 the delight in freedom from obligation and responsibility I’d clearly been longing for. All it feels like now is emptiness.
 

 M’Lou bustles by me swinging two bulging garbage bags. Did I really have that much rotting food? It’s true my refrigerator
 tended to fill up with cartons of half-eaten take-out toward the end of term, but even so …
 

 “I’m going to Whole Foods to get you some supplies. It’s important you eat a lot of protein—you’re building new tissue. Do you want to go? Or maybe you should stay and rest? Unless
 you don’t want to be alone—”
 

 “I’m fine, M’Lou. Go ahead, but save the receipt and let me pay you back.”

 M’Lou walks to the curb and tosses the two heavy garbage bags into the back of her turquoise pickup truck as effortlessly
 as if they were filled with Styrofoam. You wouldn’t guess from her thin freckled arms and tiny frame, but M’Lou has a bodybuilder’s
 strength, honed by years of riding the quarter horses she breeds on the ranch in Pflugerville that she inherited from my grandparents.
 I used to think that if I tried hard enough—ate practically nothing, worked out every day, wore the same brand of jeans—-I
 could attain M’Lou’s lean, rangy look. When she realized what I was after, sometime in tenth grade when she caught me trying
 to fit into her jeans, she sat me down on the edge of her bed and took a picture of my mother out of the night-table drawer.
 It was a picture I hadn’t seen before of the two sisters in front of the ranch, my mother in a checked yellow dress, her hair
 long and loose around her shoulders, her arm draped indolently over M’Lou’s shoulder, one hip playfully bumping against her
 older sister’s. Her eyes looked black in the picture, but I knew that close up they contained sparks of green, just like mine.
 M’Lou, though, stood ramrod straight, like a pencil next to my mother’s soft curves.
 

 “I swear, Lizzy had curves when she was just a baby and she was soft, like a ragdoll. When you picked her up she just molded
 to your body. I wasted a lot of years wishing I looked like her. Don’t you make the same mistake, Sophie. You’re beautiful
 just how you are.”
 

 I’ve made a modicum of peace with my figure since then, but I’ve never quite gotten over looking for my mother in M’Lou. I
 realize that even now, watching her climb into her pickup and wave to me, I’m looking for something that isn’t there. This
 leaves me feeling not only empty, but ungrateful: no one could have loved me more or done more for me than M’Lou has. For years she
 made the long commute from Pflugerville into her nursing job in Austin so that I wouldn’t have to absorb the brunt of my grandparents’
 expectations and regrets alone.
 

 I close the door and quickly cross the living room so I don’t get stuck again. The rooms in my house are laid out one after
 another—a shotgun house, some people call it because you could shoot a gun straight down the middle and it would go out the
 back door without hitting a wall. I shudder at the image and feel a phantom pain on the left side of my ribs where the lower
 part of my left lung used to be. When I described the pain to the pulmonologist he said that it was probably an air pocket
 that had gotten into my chest cavity during surgery and he showed me my chest X-ray. “See,” he’d said, pointing to the ghostly
 white shape lurking beneath my rib cage, “your left lung is stretching to fill the chest cavity. In a month, if you keep doing
 the breathing exercises I prescribe, it will look nearly the same size as the right one.” While I liked the idea that my body
 was laboring to make itself whole again, I still can’t help feeling that there will always be this empty ache there.
 

 I hold my hand over that spot as I cross through the kitchen, which smells like sour milk and bleach, into my bedroom, and
 stop at the closed door to my study. It’s the only room that breaks out of the straight plan—an add-on some earlier tenant
 built that had been my roommate Clare’s room, then Ely’s study, and now my study. I know it’s this room that I’m dreading.
 I can feel it crouching like an evil toad at the end of the house and that until I go into it I’ll go on feeling like a stranger
 in my own home.
 

 It’s because of that other homecoming when I came back from the hospital after losing the baby. M’Lou had brought me home
 then, too, because Ely was supposedly taking a final. (I later found out that he’d already dropped out and he was at a meeting
 instead.) I’d developed an infection after giving birth and stayed in the hospital for two more weeks, so I’d felt that same strangeness coming back to the house after a long absence. I’d shaken
 it off and set about tidying up, sure that Ely would have let things go while I was away, but he hadn’t. The house was spotless.
 Finally I’d stood at the closed door to his study, like Bluebeard’s bride, making excuses for going inside. He’d probably
 accumulated all his mess in there, I figured. A sickly sweet odor seemed to emanate from the closed door. I pictured rotting
 food piled up inside. Ely had been so strange since the baby died, hardly talking when he came to the hospital, his eyes bloodshot.
 At first I’d thought he’d been crying, but I never saw him cry, and then I realized from the dark bruises under his eyes that
 he’d stopped sleeping. Had he stopped eating, too? He’d tried to explain some complicated dietary laws that the Tetraktys
 demanded of initiates, but I hadn’t wanted to listen to anything about the Tetraktys. As I stood outside that door I began
 to wonder if the group he’d joined demanded some kind of animal sacrifice.
 

 I opened the door half expecting to find a bloodstained altar, but what I found was somehow more upsetting. The room was completely
 black. It took me a moment to realize that the walls had been painted black and the one window was covered with a blackout
 shade, its edges sealed to the window frame with black electrical tape. It was like being inside a cave. When I found the
 wall switch the bare bulb in the ceiling turned the black into a deep purple. And then, out of that ghostly twilight, silvery
 images had emerged, as stars appear in the sky at dusk, only this was a sky filled with a thousand stars all bound together
 by intersecting lines and great arcing ellipses. Looking down I saw that I was standing on a silver triangle painted on the
 floor. Like a launching pad. I knew at that moment that Ely wasn’t off taking his final exams and that I had already lost
 him to the Tetraktys. For all I knew, I’d already lost him to the reaches of outer space.
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	 Now when I open the study door I half fear that I’ll find that black room again. It took five coats of heavy white latex enamel
 to cover the walls and still when the moonlight comes into this room I can make out the glimmer of stars and planets revolving
 in their orbits. I see a flash of them now, as if my absence had drawn them out again, as I switch on the overhead light,
 but then they vanish. Instead I see my mission library table standing under the window, warm sunlight turning the cloth shade
 gold and striping the Navajo rug with long slanted bars. On the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves my Loeb Classics in their green-and-red
 bindings, the reassuringly thick spines of lexicons and dictionaries, the leatherbound set of Gibbons’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire that M’Lou gave me when I got my Ph.D., and even the brightly colored modern paperbacks are all arrayed like sentinels against
 the dark.
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