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Now if you don’t hate me, beloved, don’t love me.


—NICHARCHOS (FIRST CENTURY AD)

















1FIREWORKS



We never have agreed on when we first met. Cam always said July, jungle gym, but I only ever saw August, bus hall.


I thought it meant something deeply bad, the fact that we don’t remember it the same way. But sometimes now I picture Cam’s version and it feels more real. I can smell the rain on the concrete and the way it fuzzes up the air, the heat turning the rain into steam. It smells like sulphur, too, out on the football field, sulphur and black powder, the ground charred from last night’s fireworks.


In Cam’s version, I imagine her ride down from Mingo after her mom’s funeral, all the little tiny nothing towns and the twists and turns on Route 52. I can see her grandpa driving slow. At that rate it must’ve taken them all day to get to Greenbrier County. I can see Cam riding past my house before she knew me. I can see her looking at her grandpa’s house, set up on the hill, covered in ivy and with those concrete steps climbing down.


I see her watching the fireworks out the front windows that night, the explosions shaking the thin panes. Or maybe she was standing on the porch.


I can see her coming across the field the next afternoon, the smell of explosives thick in her nose. I see her see me. Only it’s not me yet. It’s just a brown-haired girl on top of the jungle gym.


I went to school almost every day that summer with Mom, who was cooking for the free lunch program, making meals for the kids who were real poor with no food at home. I helped her prep, opening cans of pork and beans bigger than my own head, and then while they served them, I went out and read books on top of the jungle gym.


Cam claims that we talked that day but I can’t see our conversation, not from my memory at least. I can hear our voices, sort of—Cam asking about the old brick high school where she thought she’d be enrolled in a month. Me telling her it was closed, telling her how they bussed us to Fairlea now. I can hear us but I can’t see anything because I can’t believe I could’ve seen Cam before that moment, that August, in bus hall.


I guess what I’m saying is I can’t believe I could’ve seen her and forgotten.


In my version, I remember her walking into the Greenbrier East gym in her Tool T-shirt, head thrown back. Her shirt was long and baggy, almost to her knees, and under it she wore black off-brand JNCO-style jeans. Her blond hair reached her shoulders, and her nose and ears were pierced.


“Hey Mingo!” somebody called from the bleachers.


We were waiting for the evening busses. All of us Render kids on one side and the Frankford ones over on the other.


“Mingo’s a vegetarian. He only ate french fries for lunch,” Troy Baldwin called.


Cam already had a nickname. They were making fun, but even so it seemed special. No one had ever even noticed me enough to give me a nickname. Hey bookworm, somebody might say as they brushed past, knocking my book to the ground, but that was a general category, not really a name for me specifically.


“I know one kind of meat Mingo’ll eat,” Josh McCallister said, and everybody laughed and Cam turned and smiled.


Her teeth were shoved together in the front, but it only made her more beautiful. She shook her hair back from her face—almond-shaped eyes and cupid’s-bow lips. The neck of her T-shirt was stretched and we could all see the delicate bones below her throat.


Maybe I’ve always called this my first memory because that day Cam was so shiny. When she talks about meeting me on the jungle gym, she sounds all wrinkled up, scared and confused. I don’t guess I’ve ever been able to think of Cam that way. Scared and confused was me. I took up all that space. I needed Cam to be shining, always. I used to think that all I ever did was look at her. But maybe that’s not true. Maybe I never did really see.


That day though, I watched Cam close. She got on the bus and kept moving past all the safer seats. She sat farther back than I was brave enough to go, so when Troy and Josh started in on her, I could only hear a few of the words. Faggot. Pussy. Get that out of your ear. When Troy climbed up over the seat, Mr. Kennesaw pulled the bus to a stop. He didn’t call Troy or Josh’s names. He took a clipboard down from his visor, studied it and hollered, “Cameron Burns.”


Troy let Cam go and she stood up.


“Get off my bus,” Kennesaw said.


Cam had a look on her face that was almost a smile. Her head thrown back again. She came up the aisle, bookbag dragging. She looked at me. I saw that her left earring was missing, and in its place, a bright stream of blood flowed down her neck.


In my version, that’s our first look.


Kennesaw left Cam in that empty stretch past Davis Stuart Road, but she was in school again the next day and Josh and Troy were too busy flirting with Chrissie Hughes to bother her. Chrissie refused to sneeze, said it would mess with her makeup. She’d press on the tip of her nose and hold it in. Josh and Troy kept telling her it was gonna come out as a fart instead.


In the evenings I usually got off at the elementary school to help Mom, but she was home with a cold that day, Cam’s second day on the bus. After Dark Hollow Road it was only me and Cam left. I was Kennesaw’s last stop.


“Burns,” he called to Cam. “Get off here and walk up.”


Outside was about ten degrees cooler than on that sweaty bus. The wind moved in the tops of the locust trees. Cam stood there, waiting to cross the road until Kennesaw backed the bus up. I kicked at the edge of the asphalt.


“You just moved here?” I said, looking up and then away, toward my parents’ mailbox.


“Yeah,” Cam said. “I live with my grandpa.” And then she was gone, across the road and up the muddy track.


THAT EVENING I told Mom I didn’t want to ride with her in the morning and help prep school breakfast. I told her I wanted to sleep in and take the bus straight to East.


“With how long that bus ride is, it’ll only give you an extra half hour rest,” she said.


I shrugged.


Later that night, on the phone with Daddy, she said, “Rodney, she’s turning into a teenager.”


I wouldn’t help her in the cafeteria in the evenings anymore either. At first, I’d pictured that once I made Cam my friend, I’d go with her up to her grandpa’s house after we got off the bus and I’d hang out there until Mom got home. But it turned out the other way around.


After the bus dropped us, I had nearly two hours before Mom got home, and I used that time to spy on Cam. We’d split right there where Kennesaw left us, beside my parents’ mailbox. We’d nod at each other but never much more than that. Cam claims I was the one who wouldn’t talk, that she tried to make friends all the way back in July, but I don’t see it like that.


I would stash my backpack in my room and grab some Oreos. Mom always said she wished I would eat something better, but she still bought the junk food I asked for. I think she felt guilty about not cooking regular meals for me. Before I quit helping her prep, we would eat breakfast and supper together in the cafeteria every weekday. Breakfast was usually rushed, bites grabbed between tasks before I headed over to the high school. Supper was leftover lunch and we’d eat it out in the cafeteria after we’d scrubbed the school kitchen. We’d sit across from each other at one of those big long tables, the room echoing around us with the hum of the ventilation system. Mom would talk about which teacher had lost or gained weight and which one was having problems with her husband. Afterward we’d walk laps on the football field if the weather was nice and then drive home listening to the Billboard Hot 100 songs. Sometimes we’d hit the sale aisle at the Dollar General and buy a keychain with a heart-eyed cat or a lavender-scented hairbrush.


My interest in all of that had ended so abruptly it felt like whiplash. I didn’t miss any of it but I almost wished I did. Instead, I had this new loneliness, wild and huge, and an endless desire to be near Cam. Of course, I didn’t even know Cam, so she was whatever I invented in my head. My evenings with Mom in the cafeteria probably sound lonely but they weren’t at all really. What was lonely was not wanting them and having nothing else instead.


It was probably gonna happen that year anyway, with or without Cam. But with Cam, I had something to call the pain wrecking around inside my brain. I listened to the Smiths’ “There Is a Light that Never Goes Out” so many times that fall, it played even inside my dreams. I would put it on as soon as I got home, as I changed into my old sneakers, the ones I didn’t mind wearing in the woods. I’d let it play twice more while I peed and picked at my face, leaning over Mom’s hot roller set on the bathroom counter to get close to the mirror and inspect my pimples. This all gave Cam enough time to get inside her grandpa’s house so she wouldn’t notice me sneaking.


I’d cross the road and head up the embankment into the stand of white pines. When the weather was bad, the animals liked to shelter there, under the thick branches. I saw deer bedded down, and once a fox flashing between the dark trees. It was more than a half mile, but after the first time I knew how to shortcut diagonally and come out behind Cam’s grandpa’s woodshed. It was just pure luck that her bedroom was around back, facing the shed. If it’d been up front I wouldn’t’ve had any cover. Truthfully, I couldn’t see much though, light and shadow, sometimes the yellow of her hair, the shape of her movements as she crossed the room. Sometimes I heard her singing—sort of, maybe. I’d sit there and I’d smell pinesap and old wood and a dog scent, though Cam’s grandpa didn’t keep hounds. Then one day Cam’s window opened and I spooked. I’d never considered that she could just open her window, and even though she couldn’t see me, it changed everything and I didn’t go back again.


Three days later she wore her Neurosis shirt.


“What’s that?” I said, pointing at her chest as we got off the bus.


“A band,” she said.


“Yeah,” I said, “but like what?”


“What’s the band like?” She tilted her head so that her hair fell away from her eyes.


I nodded.


“Like Tool if Tool was playing for God instead of for you.”


“You’re religious?” I said.


Cam laughed. “No like God in the bigger sense.”


“Can I hear them?” I asked.


She held her phone up. “I don’t have a plan. My grandpa won’t pay for it,” she said. “I can only use this when it’s connected and my grandpa doesn’t have internet.”


“I do,” I said. Our dial-up service was very very slow but I was desperate for this moment.


Cam followed me up the drive and I saw her see our house. A little brick bunker, gutters overflowing with reddish pine needles. It is so boring anybody would forget it the second they looked away, but Mom still talks about how much she loves it. Solid, snug, no drafts, no critters, no mold. I thought Cam’s grandpa’s house looked cool even with the windows on the second floor boarded over. But that was the kind of house Mom grew up in, a huge, once-fancy dump with wraparound porches and gables and all that. It would never hold the heat. She told me there was a hole in the floorboards of the bedroom she and her sister had shared and she used to stick her head in it and whisper all her sins: filthy thoughts and petty thefts and crushes. After she and Daddy got married, they lived in a trailer in Caldwell, but snakes had made a nest up under it. She’d come into the kitchen in the morning to get Daddy’s breakfast ready and there’d be a black snake sleeping in the sink.


I led Cam in through the front door. I don’t know why. Me and Mom always entered on the side that went straight into the kitchen, but for some reason it felt important to take Cam first through the sitting room with its picture window, china hutch, and cotton-ball lambs. The sun slanted so that it showed off all the dust on everything and it was super quiet inside, nothing but the sound of our feet wiping on the rag rug, the thud of the door closing.


“We’ll have to use my mom’s desktop. All we’ve got is dial-up,” I said.


Cam didn’t say anything.


Mom’s computer was in the corner of the dining room/kitchen, just past the eating table. Myrtle liked to sleep in the desk chair. She must’ve been almost fifteen then and she’d given up on cleaning herself. As I shooed her away, I could smell her old-cat scent and I realized that I couldn’t remember the last time anybody besides me and Mom and Daddy had been inside our house.


I took the doily Mom had draped over the computer screen, and just as I was laying it beside the keyboard, I decided to put it on my head instead. I draped it so that it lay just above my eyes and turned to see what Cam would think. She smirked. I kept it there even when she looked away. We listened to the sound of the computer booting up slowly.


“Where are they from?” I asked.


“Who?”


“Neurosis.”


“West Coast,” Cam said. “Bay Area.” She was looking at Daddy’s framed certificates: Safest Driver 2016, Best Employee.


“How’d you know about them?”


“A forum.”


“Then you went to a concert?”


She turned and looked back at me, eyebrows lifted. I took the doily off my head. “Your shirt,” I said. “Is that where you bought it?”


“I ordered it,” she said. “I’ve never seen them play.”


I wanted her gone then. I’d imagined hanging out with her so many times and in my mind it was never ever this painful. I considered telling her the computer was broken, but I dialed for a connection instead. At least with music on, the silence might stop strangling me.


It always took more than a minute for a website to load. A site with music and videos could be more than five.


“You want some Oreos?” I got up from the computer and forced myself to turn and face Cam.


She shrugged. “Which one’s your room?”


My room had two framed Hunger Games posters, piles and piles of books, a shelf of Calico Critters, and a purple chenille bedspread. It was spic-and-span clean.


“It’s kinda messy right now,” I said. “The sunporch is nicer.”


Daddy had built the sunroom all along the back of the house for Mom to quilt in. Her sewing machine was at one end with a basket of cloth, and at the other, a glider and a broken elliptical. There were two doors that led to it. One from the dining room, one from my room. I took the Oreos out the dining room door and walked down toward the glider. I could hear Cam behind me, but when I turned, she had stopped and was standing beside the other door. The one that led to my room.


I sat down, hoping she’d join me. She grabbed the handle and turned. It was so bright on the sunporch and so dark in my room I knew it would take her a minute to see anything. If I got up and jerked her away though, it would only make things worse.


She stepped inside. My hand crushed the sleeve of Oreos.


I looked away into the back acre behind the house where the little Christmas tree Mom and I had planted was struggling, half its needles gone brown and sick.


“I was so happy they got Jennifer Lawrence to do Katniss.” Cam’s voice came out through my doorway. “Some people are born to act certain things.”


Her face appeared, looking right at me.


I let out my breath.


And that’s when the song drenched us. I had no idea what it was at first. A sound like a squeaky hinge but rhythmic. It wasn’t until the guitar riff came in that I even realized it was music. Then the bass and drums surged. I had an automatic reaction to leap up and turn down the volume but Cam was smiling so big.


“A sun that never sets,” she sang, “burns on.”


She closed her eyes and her body swayed. I watched until I felt embarrassed, intruding. Even though she was there in my house, it felt wrong for me to watch her, more wrong than all the times I’d spied into her bedroom. I closed my eyes.


The music was more physical than anything I’d ever heard before. I understood immediately why Cam had said they were playing for God. There was so much pain and awe, and in its enormity it was beautiful, terrifying, holy.


We’d moved on to “Through Silver in Blood” when Mom got home. I heard her car pull up and I wanted to run to the computer and shut it off, not because she would punish me but because if she heard it then I would have to share this moment. But Cam was sitting between me and the computer, cross-legged on the floor, mouthing the words. I stayed where I was on the glider. I heard the sound of the kitchen door open, the jangle of it mixing with “Become the Ocean.”


“Hello,” Mom called, “Shae?” then more frantic. “Shae?”


Her face appeared in the sunroom doorway. “Oh, there you are.” Her brown-gold eyes looked truly scared. “What is this?”


Before I could answer, Cam turned and stood. “Mrs. Phillips,” she said.


I didn’t even know she knew our last name and the fact of her knowing it produced a small stab of joy in me.


Cam smiled and said, “Is it too loud?”


Mom was watching her, lips slightly parted but silent, her eyes moving fast, taking Cam in.


Cam squeezed past her and I was shocked again. I didn’t know anyone could have that kind of confidence, to move so freely inside a stranger’s house. I thought for a second she was running away. Then the music stopped.


“Sorry about that, ma’am.” Cam’s voice sounded out from the dining room and then her body appeared in the doorway beside Mom. She held out her hand. “Cameron Burns,” she said. “You can call me Cam.”


Mom lifted her hand slowly. “Donna,” she said.


“Nice to meet you ma’am.”


Mom loves a “ma’am.” If I were gonna psychoanalyze her I would say she spent her whole childhood waiting to be ma’am’ed. I’d say every time she ever used that word as a kid, she was jealous. Her whole face changed the moment that Cam “nice to meet you ma’am”’ed her.


“Chester Burns’s grandson?” she said. “I’ve been meaning to drop by and see how you were getting settled. Now are you and Shae in the same grade?”


“I’m a year ahead,” Cam said.


I still hadn’t said a thing. Mom looked over at me. “Well, come on, Shae,” she said. “I brought you chicken nuggets, unless you’ve already ruined your appetite.” She looked back at Cam. “I’m so sorry, if I’d known you were here, I’d’ve brought more.”


Cam shook her head. “No, that’s okay, thank you ma’am but I gotta go.”


I waited until she was gone to get up from the glider.


“Well, he seems nice,” Mom said, setting a plate of chicken nuggets into the microwave. Ever since I quit helping her in the cafeteria in the evenings, she’d started bringing lunch leftovers home for both of us for supper. “But somebody needs to cut his hair and buy him some clothes that fit. I was worried when I heard Chester’s grandson was coming to live with him. That man barely knows how to care for himself, let alone a child.”


I sat down at the table.


Mom took my plate out of the microwave and set her own inside.


“Is he the reason you quit coming to school with me?” She looked up, and there was a twinkle in her eye that I wanted to squish, strangle, snuff. “You been hanging out with him every day?”


“No,” I almost shouted. “Just today.”


“Oh, okay.” She walked to the fridge and came back with a nearly empty liter of Diet Coke. “I was trying to call you and get you to look and see if we were out of Coke but the line was busy the whole time. What’s that you all were listening to?”


“Religious music.”


Her forehead wrinkled. “Satanism?”


“No, Christian rock,” I said.


CAM CAME TO my house three more times that week, and at first I thought she was just there to use the internet, which she did use—Facebook and the forums and all that—but she really seemed more than anything to want to share her music with me. When we’d made it through all the Neurosis albums, she played me Wolves in the Throne Room, which was more fury than Neurosis, more building, pulsing intensity. We’d turn the speakers to face the sunroom and crank it up. Cam liked to sit or lay while she listened and on the third day I joined her, letting my head rest three feet from hers on the yellow carpet.


Mom started bringing extra leftovers home and then she started talking about cooking us real suppers.


“Now what does Chester feed you?” she asked. “I can’t imagine he cooks much.”


“Groundhog,” Cam said.


Mom laughed. Cam made Mom laugh a lot, which made me realize how little she usually laughed. “No, come on,” she said.


Cam shrugged. “Well, sometimes he’ll serve possum, too.”


“Quit it.”


She grinned. “Okay, more like Cheez Whiz and baloney.”


AT THE BEGINNING of the next week Mom convinced Cam to ride with us to school.


“Now you know you don’t have to stand out there waiting,” she said. “I can give you a ride and you can catch the bus down at the elementary. It’s only gonna get colder and I hate to think about you and Shae out there waitin’.”


Cam agreed. I was seized up with something like envy. That was it, now our mornings of waiting together and afternoons in the house alone were all gone. I was too angry to say anything. The next morning Mom drove her Cutlass up the rutted lane to Cam’s grandpa’s house, and when it came into view, all tall windows and splintering wood, she tapped her horn lightly.


“Gosh, it must be cold in there,” she said.


Cam stumbled down the steps and piled into the back seat. I didn’t even turn to look at her. She had traded our time together for a free ride like it was nothing.


It wasn’t three weeks later that she’d convinced Mom to let us use the car. She had her temporary license. She told Mom we’d all drive together and help prep breakfast and then she’d drive me up to the high school and we’d come back and help out again after three. No more bus. And it wasn’t a month after that, she’d convinced Mom to get me a cellphone and put her on our family plan, too. Daddy already had one and it was only a matter of adding lines.


I think Mom was happy to have our routine disrupted. I think maybe she was just as bored of it as I was, though I never would’ve guessed. Cam turned our afternoons in the cafeteria into a party, Shania’s “That Don’t Impress Me Much” blaring across the kitchen while we mopped. With our phones and data plans we could listen to music anytime and it made my whole life start to feel like a movie.


Mom liked to take a nap when we got back to the house, so Cam and I would go out on the sunporch and listen through earbuds. But I didn’t want to be separated and I was comfortable enough then to say what I was thinking.


“The music’s better when we share it,” I said and she agreed. At first, we each took one bud, but we couldn’t get the full effect that way, so the next week I used my allowance to buy a splitter we could both plug into.


“The blood that flows through me is not my own,” Neurosis crooned.


We had to lay close for the buds to reach. Both of us on our backs on the yellow carpet. When Cam rolled over to adjust the volume, our shoulders touched. I could smell her sweat, a sweet stink. I could feel her heat through the flimsy fabric of her T-shirt, washed so many times it was almost transparent. If I lost myself in the music, I could forget about my own body but never hers. Her nipples showed through her shirt, her pulse visible in the dip of her throat. And then one afternoon, listening to Isis’s “In Fiction,” she grabbed my hand, twisted her fingers in with my own and left them there.


BY THE TIME Cam met Daddy, Daddy had already heard so much about her. I was surprised when Daddy didn’t say anything mean about Cam’s hair or clothes, but Mom had already told him. Also, maybe Cam’s look helped in a way. Daddy didn’t think as much about what it meant for Cam to be hanging out with his daughter all the time.


It was awkward but it was always kinda awkward when Daddy was home. He only made it home two, sometimes three, times a month. Mom and I would count down the days but then it was like stuttering when he finally showed up. I remember that night Cam met him, we had spaghetti for supper. Daddy liked to have the TV on while we ate. I don’t remember what we watched. I just remember that we had that New York Bakery brand garlic-bread Texas toast, the kind Mom only bought on holidays.


“Your granddaddy still got that GMC?” Daddy asked.


We all looked up.


“Uh, yeah,” Cam said.


“I hadn’t seen him driving it lately.”


“He’s working on it, I guess.”


Daddy nodded. “The body might rust some but a small-block V8 like that’ll keep humming.”


Mom pushed the plate of bread away from herself. I could hear Myrtle scratching around in her litter box in the bathroom. Daddy wiped his plate with a piece of bread, put it in his mouth, and stood up. He walked down the hall and then walked back. He had a hammer in his hand. He crouched in the doorway to the living room and slammed it into the little metal track that edged the carpet and the linoleum. With each blow the ladle in the saucepot on the table bounced.


“Been meaning to do that,” he said, “before somebody trips.”


THAT FALL THE weather was funny. It got real cold in September, but in October it warmed back up. I almost want to blame that weather for everything that happened next.


One afternoon, Cam said she was taking the car to the river. We were at lunch together and she told me she was skipping class and driving down to the river.


“Wanna come?” She stood up to dump her tray.


The sun was so strong it was almost too much. We rolled the windows down and Cam drove slow. The trees had all changed their leaves in September, but when the weather turned they’d quit falling, and now they clung to the ends of the branches in fragile, hopeful husks.


The water was moving fast and very clear that day. We parked down by the bridge in Ronceverte, where we could see the island park with its summertime grills and picnic benches. Cam got out and walked around to the back seat. All the windows were down and Cam ran her phone’s music through the car stereo. We didn’t do drugs then, not even cigarettes. Cam’s choice of course was more of a straight-edge thing, she’d already done a bunch of stuff by then and quit. Mine was just a serious lack of exposure. I wasn’t cool enough to have had anyone offer me anything.


Cam lay down across the back seat and closed her eyes. I sat there listening to Amenra and under it the river, car tires passing, and the wind in the trees.


“My mom used to talk about this park,” Cam said. “She told me she played softball here and in the summer they’d have a rubber ducky race.”


I knew her mom was dead but I didn’t know much else. Overdose, my mom had whispered, so sad. I’d forgotten that she grew up here and went to the same school we did.


“Do you miss her?” I said.


I heard Cam shift around in the back seat. “I missed her even before she was dead.”


I let her words travel out the open window.


“I miss the her that taught me how to make an omelet and hospital corners on the bed.”


Cam was quiet for a while and then she said, “By the time I was ten it was me begging her to eat but there wasn’t never food in the house unless I brought it there.”


I pictured Cam folding up half her school lunch in a napkin for her mom. She’d been taking care of herself for so long by the time I met her. The way she could smile and act all easy around adults, strangers even, I hadn’t understood it until she talked about her mom and I realized then it was her most essential survival skill. From the moment I was born, I’d been given everything I could dream of and then some. It didn’t matter that we weren’t rich, my whole life had been one big, soft bed. I could climb in under the blankets and hide my head and everything would be okay. Cam had to smile her spectacular smile and show people that they wanted to love her, show them that they didn’t want harm to come her way.


I knew I should say something to her. I knew it even then. Fear, I felt, ugly, awkward self-doubt. Cam had opened up and I stayed closed away. I should’ve even just asked her mom’s name. But I didn’t say anything. I thought I’d let the river say it for me. And then after a while I lowered my seat back until it almost touched Cam. She rolled over.


“Come back here with me,” she said.


I moved slowly, like I was carrying something extremely precarious, some perfect balance I could easily upset. I opened the front passenger door and stood, warm wind all around me, lifting the hem of my shirt. I turned, closed the door quietly, and reached for the back handle without looking. I knew Cam’s feet would be there when I opened it, black sneakers with knotted shoestrings, floppy pant legs, but I was not looking. I was watching the water, the way the leaves would fall and catch there, skittering and bobbing before they swept downstream.


She grabbed me and pulled me in. The music was as much a part of her embrace as anything, as if she’d planned it that way, timed it to the crescendo.


Her lips were softer than I had imagined. Under them I could feel her teeth and the muscle of her tongue. The music was gone, the river, the wind, the sun. I’d never focused so completely on any one thing. Cam’s hands pressed into the skin of my stomach, my hips. I didn’t know what to do with my hands so I put them on her chest, on top of her T-shirt.


After a little while she sat up. “Time to go get Donna,” she said.


WE STARTED SKIPPING every day and instead of going to the river we’d go back to my house. There were no neighbors close enough to rat on us. We’d turn the computer speakers all the way up and take our clothes off, the afternoon heat in the sunroom drugging us into slow, lazy sex. The first time I saw Cam entirely naked it felt painful. I had to pace myself, if I took in too much of her at once, I’d never recover. Something so much bigger than my ordinary reality. I loved her long, loose limbs and the surprising plumpness of her ass.


I could not believe she desired me. I moved awkwardly, kept as much clothing on as possible. Gave her every chance to change her mind.


Afterward, we curled up together and slept.


By the time the weather turned cold I was probably already pregnant, though I wouldn’t know it for a while yet. Mom invited Cam to stay the night for the first time after we’d watched Mom’s favorite movie, How to Make an American Quilt. That was the beginning of Cam moving in with us, but we’d spent so many afternoons in bed together, it almost seemed like she already lived there. Mom said she hated to think of Cam walking up the lane in the dark, she said she knew it must be cold in that house. It was one thing if Chester wanted to live like that but his grandson shouldn’t have to suffer. She made a bed for Cam on the couch. I lay in my room and listened to the pine branches on the roof until she came to me and curled in warm.


The morning we bought the pregnancy test was the morning of the first real snow. I remember my puke like a brown bruise against the white parking lot. Cam drove to CVS before school without saying anything. We’d used condoms every time except for the first but still somehow she knew to know.


In the CVS bathroom my hands were shaking. I’d left Cam in the hallway. Before I could unwrap the test, I needed the shaking to stop. The fluorescent light was rushing all around me. I needed everything to slow down—not even just the pregnancy really but something bigger.


Daddy told me a story once about a trucker he knew. This guy was on a new road, way up in the mountains, and he calculated his weight wrong for the grade. He got about halfway down and his brakes were smoking. He was going way too fast. He saw an emergency ramp up ahead, steered his rig off into the sand and started to breathe again but either his truck was going too fast or they’d built the ramp wrong, anyway he went flying off over the end. Crazy thing is, he lived, but both his ankles snapped from pressing down so hard on the brakes.
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this beautiful narrative.”
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