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      For Livia, Lucian & James 

      And in memory of C.H.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        Love’s the boy stood on the burning deck trying to recite “The boy stood on the burning deck.” Love’s the son stood stammering elocution while the poor ship in flames went down.

         

        … And love’s the burning boy.

        
          ELIZABETH BISHOP, from “Casabianca”
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      You’d think it wouldn’t bother me now. The Burneses moved away long ago. Two years have passed. But still, I can’t lie in the sun on the boulders at the quarry’s edge, or dangle my toes in the cold, clear water, or hear the other girls singing, without being aware the whole time that Cassie is gone. And then I want to say something – but you can’t, you know. It’s like she never existed.

      So either I don’t go out there in the first place, or I end up coming straight home, dropping my bike on the back lawn with its wheels still spinning, and banging the screen door so loudly that my mother startles each time, and bustles through to the kitchen and looks at me, her eyes filled with emotions that I glimpse one after the other – love, fear, frustration, disappointment, but love, mostly. She usually says only one word – “Thirsty?” – with a question mark, and that word is the bridge from there to here, and I either say “Yep” or “Nope” and she either pours me water from the jug in the fridge or she doesn’t. We take it from there, we move on.

      In this way the days pass and will keep passing – wasn’t it Cassie herself who used to say, “It’s all just a question of time passing”? – and we’ll get to the end of this summer, the way we got to the end of the last one, the way we got through all that happened over two years ago now. Each day puts a little more distance between now and then, so I can believe – I have to believe – that someday I’ll look back and “then” will be a speck on the horizon.

      It’s a different story depending on where you start: who’s good, who’s bad, what it all means. Each of us shapes our stories so they make sense of who we think we are. I can begin when Cassie and I were best friends; or I can begin when we weren’t anymore; or I can begin at the dark end and tell it all backward.

      There’s no beginning “before,” though: Cassie and I met at nursery school, and I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know her, when I didn’t pick her sleek white head out of a crowd and know exactly where she was in a room, and think of her, some ways, as mine. Cassie was tiny, with bones like a bird. She was always the smallest girl in the class, and the span of her ankle was the span of my wrist. She had shiny, white-blond hair, almost albino she was so fair, her skin translucent and a little pink. But you’d be wrong to mistake her size and pallor for frailty. All you had to do was to look into her eyes – still blue eyes that turned gray in dark weather, like the water in the quarry – and you could see that she was tough. Strong, I guess, is a better word. Although of course in the end she wasn’t strong enough. But even when we were small, she had a quality about her, a what-the-hell, an “I’m not chicken, are you?” sort of way.

      According to my mother, and to Cassie’s mother, Bev, Cassie and I became friends in the second week of nursery when we were four years old. That was always the story, though I can’t tell now whether I remember it, or have just been told so many times that I invented the memory. I was playing with a group of kids in the sandbox, and Cassie stood in the middle of the playground, hands at her sides like a zombie, staring at everything, not apparently nervous, but totally detached. I left my friends to come touch her elbow, and I said – so I was told – “Hey, come build a castle with me?” And she broke into that rare, broad smile of hers, a famous smile, made all the better when she was bigger by the Georgia Jagger gap between her front teeth. She came with me back to the sandbox. “And that,” my mother always said, “was that.”

      When you’re in nursery school, you don’t think too much about it. Both only children, we said that the other was the sister we never had. Nobody could mistake us for blood relations – I was as tall for my age and as big-boned as Cassie was small, and my hair is dark and curly. But we shared our blue eyes. “Look at our eyes,” we’d say, “we’re secret sisters.”

      I knew her house and her bedroom as well as I knew my own. Cassie lived with her mother on a dead-end side road off Route 29 at the entrance to town, in a newish subdivision built in the ’90s, when the economy was good. A perfect little Cape house on the outside, it looked as though it had been picked up from somewhere else and plopped on its modest plot of land: a white house with red shutters, dormer windows, a long, sloping dark roof, and a careful skirt of lawn out front, a little skimpy and each year more weedy, until it was more crabgrass and clover than lawn, and a funny white picket fence, just a U of fence, with a gate at the front walk, but it didn’t go all the way around the house – an ornamental fence, I guess you’d call it. Just beyond the fence and behind the house spread nature unadulterated, rampant Queen Anne’s lace and maple saplings, eager acacias and elders reaching for the sky, and beyond this first wildness, the dark northeastern forest, not twenty feet from the back of the house, a constant reminder that the trees and hawks and deer and bears – we saw a mother and her cubs on the tarmac of the cul-de-sac one time, on their way to check out the garbage cans – had been there long before humans showed up, and would surely be there long after.

      The word that comes to mind is “encroaching”: it felt like the forest was encroaching on the Burneses’ house, although in truth of course it was the other way around: the developers had made humans encroach upon nature. Houses stood on either side of the Burneses’, bigger models than theirs, plain cedar shingles rather than white, surrounded by swollen hungry bushes. The family on one side, the Aucoins, kept two German shepherds, often outside, that terrified us when we were small. Cassie always claimed one of the Aucoins’ houseguests had had a hole bitten out of his butt by the bitch, Lottie, but this couldn’t have been right, I realize now, or the Aucoins would’ve had to have Lottie put down. Cassie liked a good story, and it wasn’t so important that it be strictly true.

      Cassie’s mother, Bev, was a nurse, but not a regular nurse in a hospital. She worked in hospice care and every day she drove in her burgundy Civic full of files and equipment to the homes of the dying, to make sure they were comfortable, or as comfortable as they could be. My father, who isn’t religious – who won’t even go to church at Christmas with my mother and me – said that Bev did “God’s work.”

      Bev was always cheerful – or almost always, except when she wasn’t – and matter-of-fact about her job. Devoutly Christian, she didn’t get teary about her clients dying – she always said “passing” – and she spoke as though she was helping them to prepare for a mysterious but possibly amazing trip, rather than helping them to prepare for a hole in the ground.

      Bev had big, soft breasts and a broad behind. She wore long, flowy printed skirts that swirled when she walked. Only her delicate hands and feet reminded me of Cassie. Bev’s greatest vanity was her hands: her fingernails were always perfectly manicured, oval and filed and painted pretty colors like hard candies. That and her hair, a sweet-smelling honey-colored cloud. When you hugged Bev, you smelled her hair.

      My mother was not at all like Bev, just as my house is not at all like Cassie’s. And I have a father, and in that sense we were always different. For a long time, Cassie liked being at our house because she could pretend that we really were secret sisters, that my family was her family too.

      My parents settled in Royston not long after my father finished school, before I was born. When they moved into our house it must have seemed as vast as a castle: a ramshackle hundred-and-fifty-year-old Victorian with five bedrooms, a wraparound porch, and a building behind that used to be stables. Not fancy, just old. The kitchen is older than my mother – a 1950s kitchen, with white cupboards that don’t close all the way and black-and-white checkerboard lino – and when the furnace kicks in, it sounds like a cruise ship.

      My father is a dentist, and he has his office in the stables. On the big lawn, a shield-shaped shingle announces DR. RICHARD ROBINSON, DENTIST, DDS, FACS in black capitals. It squeaks when it’s windy. When he goes to work, he walks a hundred feet out the back door. On the other hand, when someone has a toothache at ten o’clock at night, they know just where to find him. Tracy Mann, the hygienist, comes in on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and dad’s assistant, Anne Boudreaux, has been there every weekday since I can remember. She’s about the same age as my parents but seems older, maybe because she wears a lot of makeup. She has a dark mole on her upper lip like Marilyn Monroe, but on Anne it isn’t what you’d call sexy.

      My mother is a freelance journalist, a vagueness that seems to mean she can be a journalist when it suits her. She writes restaurant and movie reviews for the Essex County Gazette, and for the past few years she’s written a literary blog that has a following, including an adult English class in Tokyo that writes very polite comments. The third floor of our house is her office – my friend Karen’s dad did the renovation when I was in first grade. Karen moved to Minneapolis when we were nine.

      My room is next to the bathroom on the middle floor, facing to the side, with a view toward the Saghafis’ next door. They put in an aboveground pool a few summers ago, and I hear their kids splashing around all season long. As soon as it’s warm enough to keep my window wide open, they’re out there. The Saghafis said we should feel free to come over and use the pool anytime, but I don’t anymore, because their kids are an awkward amount younger than I am, and always in the water.

      I did, though, the first summer they had it. My father called the pool “an eyesore,” but my mother said, “let people have their fun.” She said I should take them up on their open invitation, that we’d seem standoffish if we didn’t. I went almost every day with Cassie, that summer. I’d just turned twelve: the summer before seventh grade. The Saghafi kids, still too young to swim without their mom’s supervision, weren’t around nearly as much then, and Cassie and I spent entire afternoons swimming and tanning and talking, then swimming and tanning and talking some more, with great deliberation, as though we followed to the letter a complicated recipe.

      If I could go back, I’d write it all down: the secrets we told each other and the plans we made. The songs we listened to, even, when we turned up her iPod so it sounded like a scratchy transistor radio: “California Gurls” by Katy Perry, and that hit Rihanna made with Eminem, so catchy but creepy when you actually listened to the words. “Stand there and watch me burn…” My mother changed the station when it came on in the car, shaking her head and saying “Girls, I’m sorry, but as a feminist, I object.”

      It was the summer of my stars-and-stripes bikini – the top, stars; the bottom, stripes – and I was proud that when I lay flat on my back, the bottom stretched from hip bone to hip bone. In between there was a dip, my stomach was a dip, and if I lifted my head a little and looked down, I could glimpse the dark curling hair between my legs that was newly there. Cassie, so fair, had to wear a ton of sunblock, and even so, she’d burn wherever she missed a bit. I remember the night she slept over and the backs of her thighs, near her knees, were almost purple. My mother soaked cloths in vinegar and laid them on the burn to take away some of the heat. Cassie shrieked when the first cloth went on, but she didn’t cry. Cassie almost never cried.

      That same summer, we volunteered at the animal shelter out of town on Route 29, and each adopted a kitten. The kittens were sisters, from the same litter, two tortoiseshells, small enough then to hold in your hand, with tiny white teeth and opalescent claws that dug pulsingly but painlessly into your jeans when you set the creatures on your lap. She named hers Electra. I called mine Xena, after the warrior princess, because it sounded good alongside Electra. Xena is now a plump and placid puff of fur on the cusp of middle age, whose warrior nature extends only to chasing birds and mice under cover of darkness – she brings us occasional mangled offerings and deposits them on the kitchen floor, as if we might fry them up for breakfast – but within a year, Electra, still small, had vanished in the night.

      She was an adventurer, and from early on went marauding in the forest behind Cassie’s house. There came the time, not long after Anders Shute moved into the Burneses’ lives, that Electra simply never came home. If she’d been hit by a car out on Route 29, we would’ve found her corpse. We wondered if she’d been kidnapped by a person or stolen by a hawk, or whether her tiny skeleton lay somewhere among the rotting leaves in the Encroaching Forest. Cassie liked to imagine that Electra had slipped off to join another family, maybe even a mile or two down the road, and that she was happily devouring tuna from a silver bowl: a better new life. “If you have to imagine, why imagine something bad?” she’d say. I was the one who was sure she must be dead.

      That summer, we both wanted to be veterinarians, among other things. I was going to be a vet, a pop star, and a writer – although, I’d sometimes reflect, being a writer of pop songs might be good enough; then I’d be just a vet and a pop star – and Cassie wanted to be a vet, an actress, and a fashion stylist. We flipped repeatedly through Tiger Beat – my mom had got me a subscription because of my interest in music, and because she’d had one when she was young. I was interested in what the bands sounded like; Cassie rated them on how they looked. Her mother had explained that there were people out in Hollywood or in New York who made a living choosing the outfits for celebrities to wear. Bev didn’t say this like it was a good thing; more like, We live in such a crazy world that some people think this is an acceptable way to spend your life! But that’s not how Cassie took it. She loved fashion. We’d dawdle in the makeup aisle at Rite Aid while she tested every different eye shadow on the back of her hand. I pretended to be into it because she loved it so much. She thought Lady Gaga was cool not for her songs but for her fashion sense: those crazy shoes; that dress made out of meat. And partly, maybe, because you couldn’t get further from Bev Burnes than Lady Gaga.

      Bev approved of our desire to become vets. She encouraged it. She was the one who approached my mother and suggested that if they split the driving, it wouldn’t be a hassle for us to work at the shelter. My mother agreed it would introduce us to “adult responsibility.” “When I was young, in Philadelphia, I was a candy striper at the hospital,” she told us. The volunteers had the name because they wore red-and-white striped pinafores. “I pushed people around the hospital in wheelchairs,” she recalled, “from their rooms to X-ray, or from the ER to their rooms. To Physical Therapy. To the hairdresser even, sometimes. One old lady would clap her hands when she saw me, and cry, ‘My girl! My girl!’” She told us about turning a corner too hard and ramming a woman’s outstretched broken leg, encased in plaster, into a wall. Even many years later she couldn’t stifle an embarrassed laugh: “From how loudly she yelped, it must have hurt a lot.” I guess it seemed to her safer for us to hang out with animals, but still in the spirit of “service.” Bev and my mother were both big on the idea of “service,” of “giving back,” expressions that were meant to remind us of how fortunate we were.

      Royston isn’t a wealthy town, in spite of the Henkel plant not far away; and in spite of the fact that the nearby towns, like Newburyport and Ipswich, are on the water and attract wealthy people, especially in the summer. If, in the terms of, say, Boston, the Robinsons are negligible, in Royston we’re pretty privileged. Even Bev and Cassie were privileged, in their modest way.

      The animal shelter, a one-story breeze-block building, felt like a cross between the vet’s and a kennel. The air-conditioned front room had navy plastic chairs set up on the linoleum tile, like a waiting room, and a high counter behind which sat one or two real employees with computers and files. It smelled like Band-Aids and was always cold, like a walk-in freezer. On the dun-colored walls hung posters about caring for animals and vaccinations (“Heartworm: the heartbreaking killer”; “Lyme Disease and Your Pet”), and along one side of the room stretched a big bulletin board plastered with photographs of dogs and cats alongside their new owners.

      Marj, the woman in charge – small, wiry, and brown – had short graying hair that looked as though she cut it herself, and a scratchy voice. Her loose tank tops bared her muscly arms. Underneath, her old-lady boobs dangled flat and wide somewhere just above her navel. Cassie and I had pictured our veterinary selves in professional white coats and smart, clicky low-heeled pumps, and while Marj wasn’t a vet (when a vet was needed, Dr. Murphy came in from Haverhill, bluff and bearded, his belly tight beneath his white coat), she gave us a different sense of how you could be in the world: someone who did what you did for the love of it, and didn’t care what anybody thought.

      Marj really loved those animals. Her leather hands were all pop-up veins, but when she touched the tottering, one-eyed pug Stinky on his rippled tummy, she was tender, and when she held a skittish cat like Loulou to her loose bosom, the cat’s wild eyes would quickly grow heavy, her body slack, and she’d emit the low, motorized hum of feline pleasure. Marj was especially good with the pit bulls and pit crosses that the shelter got in such numbers. Most people were afraid of them, even just a little, and Cassie and I were considered too young to take on their care; but Marj approached each one as if he were a long-lost friend, murmuring in a low voice, careful but sure. They called her the Pit Whisperer, but it didn’t always work out well. She had the scars to prove it.

      You entered the animal shelter through a heavy metal door next to the admin counter. The cattery came first, still air-conditioned but less chilly, a big room with floor-to-ceiling cages about four feet by four feet, in which cats of all shapes, sizes, and colors dozed or groomed or paced in the palpable ammonia fug of kitty litter and sweet antiseptic. Sometimes a rabbit hovered, twitching, down at the far end, and once, a ferret named Fred, skittering around his cage as if late for an appointment.

      Even there, you heard the dogs through the wall – they never stopped barking, an endless echoing disharmony. At the shelter, dogs were the important thing. Moving out to their kennel, you passed into a world of sound and heat and motion. The sticky summer air smacked at you, the sudden volume frantic. But in summer the kennels had their sides up, so the breeze blew right through. With the flick of a latch, each dog could slip out to the chicken wire runs that spanned the length of the building. The dogs were kept two or three to a cage: many runaway or abandoned animals got picked up or dropped off because their owners couldn’t manage them any longer. The little old dogs came in because their little old owners had died, or got sick, or gone to live in apartments that wouldn’t accept pets. It was hard to find homes for them – Stinky was one; and Elsie, a ten-year-old shih tzu with an incontinence problem; or Fritzl, the swaybacked deaf dachshund that barked almost constantly. These little dogs lived closest to the metal door; then the middle range of large, loping youngsters, mixed breeds with beautiful dog faces, dogs that wanted to roam; and finally, farthest from the entrance, the pits and their kin, with their powerful jaws and sleek, close fur, one or two so snarly that they were kept muzzled.

      Cassie and I went to the shelter two mornings a week, from nine till one. Our job was to feed the animals and clean out their cages. We wore rubber boots and rubber gloves and we got used to the smells; and it felt like a triumph when a scared, shy dog got used to you, and instead of cowering, inched toward you and dipped her head or rolled onto her back for a rub. The dogs were mostly sweet at heart. They wanted to be loved, and when you loved them, they loved you back.

      We had our favorites – mine, a trim, glossy chocolate Lab mix called Delsey, with a chiseled, square face and dark, sad eyes, was only just past puppyhood, and moved his body as if its size was still a surprise to him. Although his eyes were mournful, his temperament was happy; he loved nothing more than playing fetch in the dog run with an old tennis ball or a stick. He’d bring the slobbery catch, and you could see him debating whether to let it go or not, weighing the choice between keeping his prize or getting to run after it again. Sometimes he’d lope off still carrying it, head up, tail up, like an athlete running a victory lap around the dog run.

      Cassie’s favorite, Sheba, was a pit cross. We were allowed to feed her but we weren’t supposed to go into her cage unless Marj was there too; not because of Sheba herself, whose brindle face was almost smiley and who wagged her stumpy tail at the sight of us, but because her stall mate was a grumpy black bull named Leo, who didn’t chase sticks but chewed them into splinters given the chance.

      Cassie liked Sheba because she was beautiful but tough, a survivor. The story was she’d been found scrawny and starving in an outdoor pen next to an abandoned double-wide about ten miles inland in the backwoods. Her owners had skipped out – Cassie and I made up different stories about what had happened to them – and a couple of hunters heard the howling. They called Animal Control to come and rescue her. Cassie had asked her mother if they could adopt Sheba, but Bev had said categorically no, that any dog was too much for the two of them to manage, but that especially a dog like Sheba would be wrong, because after all she’d been through, Sheba needed a family that could spend a lot of time with her, spoil her, and make her feel loved.

      Cassie liked to pretend that Sheba was her dog. There didn’t seem to be any harm in it. Early on, when Leo was out of their cage one morning, Cassie slipped the latch and walked right in. Sheba, ecstatic, twitched and whimpered, and when Cassie sat down cross-legged on the concrete floor, Sheba ran over to be petted. She widened her eyes and flipped over, baring her spotted belly with its tiny unused teats, and Cassie rubbed her furiously, both of them emitting jumbled, excited little moans of pleasure.

      I lurked in the hallway with my eye on the metal door: if she got caught, wouldn’t we get sent home in disgrace?

      But when I called to her, quietly – “Hurry up, Cassie… come out… I think I hear someone!” – she first paid no attention and then got annoyed.

      “What’s your problem, Juju? Aren’t we here to make their lives better? She loves it – don’t you, my Sheba? Don’t you, my darling?”

      She didn’t get caught – we didn’t get caught – and by the time Nancy and Jo from the front office came in with some prospective adopters, we were back down the other end, Cassie sluicing out Stinky’s cage with water while I held his raspy little pug body in my arms. But Cassie had staked her claim. After that, she was always looking for a chance to get into Sheba’s cage, as if Sheba were her bad-boy boyfriend.

      On a Thursday in early August when we’d been working at the shelter for almost two months, and we felt, and they felt, that we were as familiar as the furniture, Leo was in the run outside, getting some air, if the muggy swamp of that day could be called “air.” He was alone – no other dogs, no human keeping an eye – and Marj had gone to take a phone call from the pet-food supplier about a delivery mix-up the previous day.

      “You girls keep at it,” she’d said, “I’ll be right back.”

      Once the door clanged behind Marj, Cassie hustled up to sneak a visit with Sheba. She had in her pocket a rawhide chew brought from home – bought with her own money, in fact. Rawhide chews weren’t allowed at the kennel, not least because they could get stuck in a dog’s throat and choke him; but Cassie didn’t much care. She’d already slipped Sheba a couple, and knew she liked them so much she could gnaw one down in under three minutes flat. Just like the other times, Cassie slipped the latch and ducked into the cage, holding the treat high in her hand, to play a game with it. Even this she’d done before. While Sheba was playful, she wasn’t aggressive by nature; so we didn’t even think.

      I didn’t see all that happened next. My eyes were on the metal door, anticipating Marj. I wasn’t thinking about Cassie and Sheba.

      I certainly wasn’t thinking about Leo. Because the gate from their enclosure to the outdoors looked closed, it didn’t occur to either of us to check the latch. What were the odds that Leo would tire, just then, of his solo ramble in the dog run, that he would nose his way back home and push the gate open with his snout? But he did, somehow in the brief moment when Cassie held the rawhide in her hand.

      He leaped for the chew, jaws gaping, paws uplifted. He clamped down on Cassie’s left hand, gored her inner forearm. Thank God she had the chew to give over. Thank God. She barely squealed – Leo’s snarling and Sheba’s high, desperate barks made me whip around and look, not any noise from Cassie herself – and if I hadn’t dragged her out of the cage ass-backward and kicked the door shut behind us, I don’t know what might have happened.

      It looked like she’d stuck her forearm in a wood-chipper, her skin shredded in strips up from the wrist, the blood coming so fast it dripped onto the floor.

      “Can you wiggle your fingers?” I asked. That was what my mother asked me when I hurt myself. “Can you move your wrist? How bad is it? Does it hurt?”

      “I don’t fucking know.” She slumped against the wire of the opposite cage, behind which an arthritic, white-muzzled pit named Opie stared with intent curiosity. “I don’t even know how it hurts.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I didn’t know what else to say. My mother always says that cursing indicates an inadequate vocabulary and a poor imagination; but in this case, it seemed like just the right word. I leaned in close to Cassie’s mangled hand, as if I might just touch it, but it was a pulsating bloody thing, and I couldn’t. I was only vaguely aware of Leo and Sheba growling at each other in their barely closed cage right next to us, but Cassie was. She closed her eyes and started to shake.

      “It’s all fine. It’s going to be fine. I’d better get Marj.” I got to my feet and double-checked the bolt on the grille. I floated in a strange quiet, watching, as though this was happening to other people. Then, in the hush inside my head, suddenly I heard the cacophony of the dogs up and down the hallway. They all barked at once, wild decibels, and I marveled that we’d been held, those few moments, in a terrible bubble of silence.

      Walking to the metal door, I had my back to Cassie, I’d actually turned away from her, but it felt like she was a part of me. In the bedlam of the barking, stinking dogs and the hot, wet breeze gusting in from outside with its faint smell of hay, she and I were joined by an invisible thread, and that thread was no less real than everything else, and because of that thread she would be fine, Cassie would be fine, and she wouldn’t even really be alone when I went through the door into the main building, because we were umbilically linked and inseparable.

      Marj came through the door before I ever reached it. She saw in an instant what had happened, or enough of it anyway. Even as she ran down to Cassie, she paged Jo to bring the first-aid kit, and she wrapped a blanket around Cassie’s shoulders because of the shock, and had her raise her arm up to stop the bleeding, and when she ascertained the sequence of events, more or less, the only words she had for me were “Why’d you leave her?” As if somehow the whole thing, from beginning to end, were the fault of my inattention.

      After she’d got her cleaned up, Marj decided that Cassie needed to go over to the hospital in Haverhill and get it checked out. Marj tried Bev, but the phone went straight to voicemail, so she called my mother and explained the situation and she agreed we’d take Cassie. It was logical. Nobody said anything at that point about whether we’d be allowed back in the shelter – after all, we’d broken the most important rules, and even though we didn’t admit it, Marj must’ve known it wasn’t the first time – but we did feel the pall of adult disapproval, that sense that you’re being helped and punished at the same time.

      By the time we came back to the shelter, Leo had been put down. He was dead. As a dog, and especially as an unloved dog, you couldn’t attack a child and get away with it. But of course we knew, and Marj without saying it aloud made sure that we knew, that Leo hadn’t done anything wrong: we’d entered his space, with a tantalizing rawhide chew, and he had merely acted as millennia of genetic imprinting dictated such a dog would act, within the parameters of a rather vicious and impatient canine nature. We must never forget that Cassie’s act – and mine too, I guess, because I was her accomplice, like the bank robber who drives the getaway car – had brought about Leo’s death as surely as if we’d wrung his neck with our bare hands.

      But that was later. In the first instance, my mother showed up in the station wagon to take us to the ER. Grim-faced, she played NPR loudly on the radio the whole way so that there could be no conversation. We made the drive to Haverhill listening to a phone-in about the migration patterns of owls, until one caller talked about having hit a giant owl with his car as he crested a hill on a back road at dusk. That was too much for the day, so my mother turned the radio off altogether. Then we listened to the air conditioner blow. I sat on my hands, a reflexive position of childhood guilt, and something Cassie obviously couldn’t do just then.

      At the hospital, the nurse who untied Cassie’s bandage crinkled her features at what she saw. Cassie had such delicate limbs, and even after all our tanning, her skin was so fair. Swollen, her hand was purpled and blackened with clotting blood, with deep scratches, tears almost, up her arm. The fingers didn’t quite sit straight. She couldn’t wiggle them, or barely. The nurse cleaned it carefully – even though Marj had already done that, it had bled some more – and Cassie yelped at the sting of the antiseptic. Just little yelps, though. Mostly she was quiet, watching her arm with her blue eyes wide, almost as if it was separate from her.

      That was the first time we met Anders, or Dr. Shute, as he was to us then. Anders Shute was the doctor on call in the ER that afternoon. I made fun of him in the car on the way home, to try to make Cassie laugh – “Do you think they bring the shooting victims to Dr. Shute?” and “He looks like he’s already been shot. Or maybe like he already shot someone himself. Doctor, don’t shoot! Oh, shoot, it’s Dr. Shute!”

      He was tall and very thin, with pale, pale skin and protruding cheekbones like a death’s head. His lips were thin, his nose was thin, his long fingers were thin, and his eyes had a squinty quality that made them look thin too. He had long hair like a girl’s, down to his chin, and it too was thin, the kind of dishwater brown that looks greasy even when it’s clean. Dr. Shute didn’t have much of a bedside manner in the ER, but he wasn’t horrible or anything, and when he took Cassie’s mangled hand in his to look closely at it, I could tell that his gentleness surprised her: Cassie looked at him with some combination of beseeching and wonder, and for the first time she asked, “Is my hand going to be okay?”

      His smile was slight and – inevitably – thin, but he did make a special effort to warm his chilly eyes. “Your hand, young lady, is going to be just fine. As long as you’re a good patient, not an impatient patient – the ‘im-patient,’ as we say around here – then your hand is going to be just fine.”

      It struck me afterward that his was a slightly strange way of putting it, as if he were saying it was all up to her. If she would simply do the right thing, then her hand would heal. Which of course implied the fact (undeniable as it was) that if she hadn’t done the wrong thing to begin with, she wouldn’t be there at all. That’s how he was, Anders Shute: the whole way along, from that first encounter, he made out like the ball was in Cassie’s court: if she did the right thing, all would be well. And if she didn’t – well, then.

      He injected Cassie’s hand with local anesthetic, and stapled the fine, frayed edges of her skin; he dressed the gouges up her arm with special unguents and pristine bandages, and he prescribed a course of horse-pill antibiotics to stave off any infection. No more nor less than any doctor would have done.

       

      Bev bustled into our TV room later that afternoon with her stethoscope still around her neck, breathing heavily, a vision in blue florals, clearly torn between distress and anger. Although she enveloped Cassie in her arms first thing, I could see, which Cassie could not, that as she squeezed her daughter her expression was troubled, like a sky across which clouds are blowing at speed.

      “My baby, my baby,” she murmured, “what were you thinking? What were you thinking?” And then, “Everything’s all right. There we are, everything’s all right now.”

      My mother stood in the doorway watching them, drying her hands with a dish towel, and her expression struck me too: it wasn’t forgiving. As if she’d drawn a circle around Bev and Cassie in her mind, and while they stood in the middle of our house, it didn’t mean they belonged there. A look that seemed to say, You aren’t like us. Not entirely.

      There was no more swimming at the Saghafis’, after that, because Cassie couldn’t get her arm wet. And for a couple of weeks, we weren’t sure if we’d be allowed back to the shelter. We had long empty days to fill, once Bev dropped Cassie off at my house before nine a.m. My mother wanted us out of her hair so she could work. She came up with a few chores – weeding the garden, sorting the books on the shelves in the TV room alphabetically by author – but she wasn’t really serious about it, and nor were we, not least because Cassie’s right hand – her writing hand – was out of commission. We couldn’t even ride our bikes. We couldn’t play tennis or basketball over at the high school, because for those things too you needed both hands.

      “Really goes to show you,” Cassie said, flicking her white-blond hair with the starchy white mitt of her dressed hand, “how hard it is to have only one arm.”

      “Do we know many people with only one arm?”

      “Wendy’s uncle,” she said, referring to a girl in our class. “Lost it in Iraq. You’ve seen him. He works at the Lowe’s in Haverhill.”

      “Then there’s Benny’s grandpa.” Benny was a few years older. “He had polio when he was young. He’s got his hand, but it’s all shriveled up and he can’t do anything with it. He holds it like this.” I mimed the way Benny’s grandpa held his arm against his middle, with the hand hanging down like an empty glove.

      “Jesus,” Cassie said. “That won’t be me, will it?”

      “Don’t be silly. You heard the doctor. As long as you’re a good patient…”

      “But I’m the im-patient. I’m so bored. And this is going to go on for weeks.”

      “Not weeks.”

      “Whatever. Way too long. I don’t want to bake any more chocolate-chip cookies. These are our lives, here. Before you know it, we’ll be back at school, sitting in those horrible classrooms waiting for time to pass all over again. We’ve got to think up something to do.”

       

      So we went out. My house is in town, or rather, on the way into town, at the south end. Town itself is about four long blocks in one direction, and five in the other, and then there are the two strip malls on Route 29 out to the highway, where Market Basket is, and the Dollar Store and the Fashion Bug, and Friendly’s. There are more than four square blocks to Royston, but the rest of it is winding residential streets, petering out in all directions to forest, except Route 29 in both ways, with its smattering of businesses uninterrupted southward and again right up northward to Newburyport. It’s quicker to get places on the interstate, but that way you miss the old stuff, like the Golden Lotus Palace restaurant, a vermilion temple to 1960s kitsch with a huge gilded gate and black plaster dragons outside, where the food is so spiked with MSG that you come out feeling like you’re on another planet. Or the Lucky Stars motel, which finally went belly-up a few years ago: a couple of panels have fallen off the old neon sign – it looked like something out of The Jetsons when it was whole – and they boarded up the windows to keep homeless people and animals from squatting in the shag-rug rooms. There are these echoes of old Royston along Route 29, how it was before the Boston bourgeois exiles and the artists, and even before the Henkel plant.

      Cassie and I went exploring on foot, which meant downtown, mostly. Until we made our way to the quarry and the old asylum. Downtown has a row of great old buildings, redbrick Victorian style, with apartments above the shops. I always wondered who lives in them. Many of the shopfronts don’t last long – Royston is the kind of small town that people escape to from Boston or Portland, bringing their small children and their fantasies, only to find that village life isn’t as simple as they’d expected. They set up a sparkly jewelry shop or a cute café with cows painted on the walls and frilly curtains, and stick it out through a year or even two, through bitter, lean winters when nobody’s on the street; but sooner or later they shut up shop and head back where they came from. There are the long-timers too, the Adamian Pharmacy, and Mahoney’s Irish Pub, and Bell’s Dry Goods, run by crabby Mildred Bell, older than my grandmother and with a wart on her chin like a witch. Bell’s, a crazy, cluttered place, sells, among other things, Christmas sweaters embroidered with reindeers or elves. They protect their never-changing display windows with yellow-tinted cellophane. When I was little, I liked it for the toy section, which includes a line of plastic bins containing stuff I could afford with my pocket money – Japanese erasers and Hello Kitty notepads, glow-in-the-dark Super Balls and hair clips in the shape of plaster hamburgers or cupcakes. Mrs. Bell must have a weakness for stuffed animals too, because they have a big wicker bin filled with the softest ones, not just bears but owls and giraffes and a great selection of pigs in particular. Cassie and I liked to go into Bell’s that August to visit the stuffed animals, and because I felt bad about her hand and her hard time, I sneaked back on my own and bought her the littlest pig, palest pink, that she’d already named Hubert. I hid him for a surprise, but only for a day because when we were back in the shop and she saw he was missing, she wailed.

      After Mrs. Bell’s shop, and the Rite Aid where we liked best the aisle of trial-sized items and the nail polishes (although Cassie wasn’t allowed to wear nail polish and I didn’t want to), there weren’t that many places in Royston for kids to go. We ambled over to the kiddie playground out Market Street past the high school, with the rainbow roundabout and the bank of swings, but that summer they were rebuilding the slide and the climbing structure, leaving only stumps, and besides, the other kids in the park were little, under five, accompanied by mothers or grandmas, and it was somehow more depressing than staying home.

      Seeing as we couldn’t play tennis or basketball, the high school wasn’t fun; and besides, a loudmouthed eighth grader named Beckett hung out there with his friends, including the boy I had a crush on, Peter Oundle. He’d been at our school always, and when we were smaller we’d all played together at recess – tag, and four square, and touch football. Now, though, he hung out with Beckett, two years ahead of us and the leader of a gang, long-limbed, quick-footed boys with sneering mouths. Peter Oundle, only a year ahead of Cassie and me, had always felt different, the kind of boy who’d offer his hand to help you up when you fell. Skinny, pointy-nosed, but handsome: reddish-brown curls, long lashes.

      The boys played pickup basketball games for hours. One or two of them wolf-whistled when we passed, and one afternoon Beckett called out to me, “Hey, Curly, what are those huge pimples on your front?” which made the other boys guffaw and me flush with shame. Cassie shouted back, “Envious, are you, Beckett? ’Cause I see you got your hair long, like a girl.”

      “Aw, fuck you too,” Beckett shouted, and turned his back; but like he was embarrassed, I thought.

      “I’d hug you right here,” I said to Cassie, “but that would just prove to him that we’re gay.”

      “Who cares?” Cassie said. “I’d marry you over him any day.”

      We’d walked on and were passing the playground when Peter Oundle caught up to us. His curls were slick with sweat, his bony chest heaving under his mesh tank (Celtics, number 9). He touched me on the shoulder, and it burned. I was sure my face was red.

      “Hey.” He stood a second.

      “What do you want?” Cassie sounded disgusted.

      “I just wanted to apologize.”

      “What?” she said again.

      “Beckett can seem like an asshole sometimes.”

      “No kidding.”

      “But he’s not so bad. It was a joke.”

      “Not funny.” Cassie glared at Peter like he’d said it himself.

      “It’s okay.” I smiled. “I’ll survive. Thanks for coming over.”

      Peter nodded, and turned to run back to the game; but he looked back over his shoulder as he went, and smiled outright. At me, I thought, then: he came over for me.

      “Shame he’s turned into one of them,” Cassie said as we set off again.

      “He’s not so bad.”

      She snorted, as if to say, You wish. She knew I liked him.

      The quarry was where the older kids partied in the summer, and where we went swimming occasionally with our parents and their friends who belonged. It was about a mile west of Royston off a little county road, down a dirt track between two private houses. Abandoned over a hundred years ago, the old quarry is filled with glorious rare gray-green water, a color out of an old oil painting. In some lights, the great boulders gleam gold, but the word that comes to mind is “tawny,” like a lion. The quarry itself is lion-colored, which is why the Royston Town Hall – built in the 1870s with its stones – is lion-colored also.

      Strictly speaking, the quarry is a private pool. It belongs to the local Land Association, a group of trustees who bought up a bunch of acreage between Cape Ann and the New Hampshire border, and run it as a kind of nature charity. You’re supposed to have a membership. Halfway along the dirt road, a chain hangs across it; but there’s no lock on the chain, and if you’re biking or walking you can slip around it. There’s no lifeguard or caretaker, except Rudy, who also takes care of the cemetery: he drives over every so often unannounced in his dark orange pickup with his one-eyed German shepherd, Bessie, to make sure nothing crazy is going on. He’s not a bad guy, Rudy, though he looks a little scary. He doesn’t have all his teeth and his cheeks cave in on themselves as if his mouth were a pull-string. And Bessie – well, people are scared of German shepherds, and she’s a surprising sight because one eye is milky and reflects the light.

      That first afternoon, we saw him on the main road, headed into town as we headed out. We were on the gravel verge, and he made a showy loop to the other side of the road as he passed us, and raised his hand in an old-fashioned country wave and nodded our way. A toothpick, or an unlit cigarette, stuck up out of his mouth, and his greasy cap was on backward, wings of hair poking out below. Bessie had her head half out the window on the passenger side, tongue lolling, eating the breeze. The sight made us laugh: “Dog joy,” Cassie said. “Wish we could get us some.”

      We wanted to walk out to the quarry simply to fill the time. We couldn’t swim, or Cassie couldn’t, on account of her hand; but it seemed the place to explore, not least because we knew one of the trails through the woods from the quarry led to the old asylum. Cassie thought that was the coolest thing: if we could find our way to the asylum, who knew what we’d discover? She had some idea there’d be treasure – something hidden or left behind, something we couldn’t imagine until it was revealed.

      “Maybe someone’s even living there,” she suggested, raising her eyebrows and smiling. “Somebody everybody thinks is gone.”

      “That seems like a reason not to go looking.”

      “Wimp.”

      “I’m not. Besides, if anybody was living there, we’d know about it.”

      “How?”

      “That close to town? You don’t just get away with stuff like that.”

      “So, we could pretend to live there. Like, for the afternoon.”

      We didn’t play pretend games anymore because we were too grown-up, but secretly we missed them. A stage as big as an asylum seemed perfect: we could disappear into the woods to a secret hidey hole, and suddenly it would be okay to behave as though we were ten again, and she was a World War II Resistance fighter and I’d parachuted in from England on a secret mission; or we were the only two survivors after the apocalypse and had to live off nuts and berries and rainwater.
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