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PART ONE




EVE
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A lake is a black hole for sound. The wind, the crack of a hammer, the cries of birds and children weave a rim of noise around the water, making its silence more profound. When a turtle or a fish breaks the surface, the sound appears to come from within. Maddy, who is a natural philosopher, would want to know whether it really is sound, or just the possibility of sound, that issues from such breaches. I mention Maddy because to have a child is to have a twofold mind. No thought or action belongs to me alone. This holds true more than ever now.


Every morning that summer I made my way to the dock, moving my cup of coffee up and down to prevent a spill. Some days when I arrived, the mist was a thick white lid. Some days it was lifting to expose the pan of still water. Some days I could see circles of rain popping out on the lake before the drops reached my skin. Robin never came with me. He was busy building the new room in the attic, a blank place that smelled of raw wood and glue and had a completely different light from the rest of the house. Being up in the thick part of the pines, it should feel like a tree house if it’s ever finished.


When I reached the shore, the day I met our neighbour, the mist had already cleared. The colours were intense, almost unbearably so: sap green, white gold, blue of every kind. The dock wobbled underfoot as I stepped down, making me aware of both the mass and the instability of water. I set my cup on the low table at the end and brushed the dew off the two Adirondack chairs, whose green surface was bubbled and flaking. Those chairs needed repainting, but I knew if I mentioned it to Robin he would say in his hearty voice, ‘Hey, Eve, that’s a good job for you!’ and I have more than enough to do while I’m here.


Standing to face the lake, I indulged in a moment of play, as though I were on a stage with the curtain closed behind me. I swung my arms. I did fifty jumping jacks. I mimed a person singing or shouting, until I felt myself to be rising, clothed in feathers and scales, a creature that forgets everything and lives by its wits.


I sat and sipped my coffee. Before me, the pine trees pointed up and their reflections pointed down, just as convincing as the real ones, and I allowed myself a few moments to believe in this second world.


At the far shore, something puckered the glassy surface. A kayak, paddling purposefully in my direction. There was plenty of time to retreat, but I stayed put. Must be the newcomers who were rebuilding the house across the way. They’d painted the house yellow. It is so exposed that we think they have violated the bylaws of the lake association charter. We think some shoreline trees must have been cut down to give them a better view. This also gives us an unwelcome view of a bright yellow house. It has even found its way into the reflection. Maddy would agree the colour yellow is garish for a house. Garish may not be her word, but it is perfectly apt. Tawasentha, the highest natural lake east of the Rockies, has always been, and will always remain, a no-motorboats, cabin-in-the-woods kind of place, no matter how big the cabins have become. Forty years ago, when my father bought the lot, people built their own houses. Dwellings are still supposed to be some shade of brown or grey. The world needs all the trees it can get.


The kayak advanced toward me, dragging the shattered reflection along behind it. The occupant was a woman of about my age. She coasted alongside the dock, smiling openly. Her hair was pulled back into what resembled a reddish ball of yarn, and her arms and face were covered with freckles, which the sun had blurred but not managed to melt into a tan. The paddle across her knees was dripping from both ends. She certainly wasn’t the person I imagined would come from that house. I sat above her on the dock and waited.


‘Is everything okay? You were waving. I thought maybe you needed help.’


‘I was doing yoga,’ I said, touched but annoyed to hear the word help spoken so casually.


The stranger’s intense blue eyes passed over me. I don’t think she believed me for a minute. ‘I’m Norma. Your new neighbour.’ She gestured with her paddle, scattering drops. ‘We’re doing things to the place before moving in. I hope it hasn’t been too much of a nuisance. The noise, I mean.’


I shook my head. When I said nothing, she raised her paddle as if to lever the kayak backward. That was when I surprised myself by inviting her to join me on the dock. By the time she had tied up her boat, wiped her hands on her shorts, and sat down, I was already regretting my invitation. Our chairs were awkwardly close, but I could hardly adjust their position now. Nor could I finish drinking my coffee in front of her, or give in to the solitary pleasure of holding the mug between my hands and inhaling the steam. There was nothing to do but gaze together lakeward. Chitchat was in order. Better to get it over with.


‘You have a family?’


‘Three kids. Luke’s eight, Ben’s six.’ Norma grinned. ‘Tanner’s forty-two.’


‘I’ve got one of those. He’s in his playroom at the moment.’ I nodded in sisterly fashion toward the house, although in spite of the messy marriage he’d left behind and occasional bouts of glumness, Robin was as grown up as they came. I leaned forward to study a dragonfly shimmering on the arm of my chair. I’ve always been fascinated by the way they alight and lift off without warning.


Looking up, I said: ‘I guess your house needs a lot of work.’


‘Gutting, boiling, starting over from the ground up? According to Tanner. He’s an architect. I kind of liked it the way it was.’


‘I don’t think the Gibsons had touched that place since the seventies. They kept the wood shingles. They left the shoreline trees alone …’


‘Rustic charm, I think it’s called,’ said Norma.


‘You’ve picked an unusual colour.’


She waved at her kayak, moored below. ‘First thing we did. I have a thing about yellow. My mother’s favourite colour.’


I did not mention the bylaws. Instead I steered the conversation toward the goings-on of the association. Any pause I filled with a question. Was she native to Pennsylvania or a transplant? How had they come to buy the lot? Did her husband’s practice give him much time with the boys? I learned about Tanner’s loopy business partner and Ben’s tantrums. I studied Norma’s face as she recounted her children’s foibles in tones of high bemusement, as if motherhood were a hilarious accident that had happened to her while she’d been looking the other way.


She stopped talking and frowned into the sun. Under the freckles her skin shone as if lit from within. I felt a longing for the easy company of women. I know my smile is an unnerving thing these days. Still, I smiled at her when she turned, and she reached out and put her hand under mine, making me jump.


‘Classy,’ she said, meaning I did not look like the kind of person who would paint my nails. Purple this week, with diagonal white stripes. I snatched my hand back. What on earth was she doing here? How much did she know?


‘I do it for Maddy,’ I said.


Norma held my gaze. ‘Who is Maddy?’




MADDY




2


Just say. For the sake of argument, just say it was true. How would it work? One hundred and seven billion individuals right back to the cavemen – a hundred and eight on some websites – each one still remembering who they are? I lie on my side, stroking Cloud. I do my best thinking this way. I can think whatever I want. I can even tiptoe into places that are totally, strictly off-limits for someone with a mother like mine. Under the fur I could feel my kitten’s skull and the buttons of her spine. So tiny. Breakable. She stretched and opened her toy mouth and closed it again, and into her ear I whispered, ‘Even the cavemen?’ until I felt her tongue scraping my face. Soft on the outside, grainy on the inside. Well, maybe it’s not like here at all. Maybe you can dissolve in and out. Be yourself when you want to be, or just disappear into the soup.


I got up feeling not supergood but okay. I put on my dream-catcher earrings with the little hanging feathers. Holding my door open at least a foot, I told Mom it would be a pyjama day. She was fine with that. She had an article to write. But she still stood there, needing something.


My mother’s hair has grown back. She shaved it off in solidarity after my first round of chemo. There’s no point in both of us being bald forever. It’s in a pixie cut now, which I think really suits her, even with the little shoots of grey coming in. She thinks it’s completely unfair that Grandma has almost no grey whatsoever, and neither does Uncle Chris. The way genes go together and create a person is totally random. I think about that a lot.


She put the back of her hand on my forehead and then my cheek. I let her step inside and hug me, and smell my orange-flower body spray, a present from Fiona. My mother has always liked sniffing me. She says it starts with smelling your baby’s head and then you just keep on doing it.


‘Is your kitten with you?’ She wants me to have company because she can’t stay with me every minute of every day, though she tried to at first.


‘Right here, Mom. Where she always is.’ She got Cloud for me during my last treatment. Ragdolls are the most adorable cats in the universe. Blue eyes, white fur, pug-type nose, and the best personalities ever. Cloud will stay next to me the whole day, even when I’m throwing up or lying on the floor for a change of surface. She sleeps on the fleece blanket I got for her because it’s the colour of the sky. When I pick her up, she droops as if someone’s removed her bones; that’s the Ragdoll in her coming out.


When my mother left, I put Cloud on my stomach and went back to reading To Kill a Mockingbird. They’re having me work my way through the tenth-grade syllabus, but I only want to reread books I already love. If I had a father I would want one like Atticus. He always does the right thing even if he has to pay for it, which he almost does with the lives of his children. Whenever I read anything nowadays, I skip to the end to see how it comes out. This story, of course, I know how it ends. Scout and Jem get out alive, though Jem has his elbow broken, which he doesn’t care about as long as he can pass and punt. After the arm was put in a cast, Atticus sat by his bed, and he would be there when Jem woke up in the morning. I know it might not be fair, but I always wanted to ask my mother: Do you like having a father? Didn’t you think I might want one?


After I had my little cry about Atticus it was hard to go back to the courtroom scene. There are some words that make me feel physically sick. I could not get the line ‘Ruttin’ on my Mayella’ out of my mind, like it was the title of some awful country song. The accused man, Tom, is so polite and soft-spoken I know he would not be capable of anything as cold as that.


Going to see Jack Bell tomorrow, I texted Fiona. For Science. Checked my watch. Fourth period just started. She might look at her phone in forty-five minutes. Fiona and Vicky come after school every other day; they feed me chicken nuggets if I’m eating, and all the gossip. Though I have to say, after five months, high school is starting to seem like some extraterrestrial place that I know about in perfect detail but could never actually visit.


I folded over the page at the part where Scout stops them taking Tom from the jailhouse. Because she was a small child and reminded the ringleader he was a father, Mr. Cunningham took the lynchers away and they did no harm. Atticus must have been smiling to himself at the courage of his daughter. Though if you ask me, courage doesn’t come into it, because Scout didn’t understand what danger she was in. I wish I could be that innocent.


How can any live creature be so silky? Why is it sad the way kittens squint up at you when you pet them? Like they’re thanking you for giving them everything they ever wanted.


I let Cloud go to sleep on my stomach and lie back, hands under my head. I once sneaked a tube of croissant dough to my room, not realizing – duh! – that you had to bake them first. To split open the tube, I whacked it on my dresser so hard that the dough circles flew up and made a grease mark on the ceiling. Mom just laughed. The stain stayed there all these years because interior decoration is not our thing. And Mom gets busy, especially since Robin moved in. It’s a joke between Fiona and Vicky and me, because the stain is exactly the shape of a you-know-what, though I did not notice that at the time. I was only eight, but how naïve can you be! We laugh about it almost every time they visit. Vicky, who I’m sure has seen lots of them by now, laughs the loudest, in this croaky guffaw that I love to hear.


One thing I wonder is: Can you make new friends there? Or are you stuck with the people you already know? I have to say that would severely limit my friendship group. Does anyone even talk? It’s possible talking is irrelevant in a way that is only obvious once you get there. If I made friends with a cavegirl, for example, I could stroke her fur and she could brush my hair like Suzy does when I babysit.


Used to. Suzy used to brush my hair.


I frowned, noticing that I assumed I’d have my hair back. But forget hair! What if you can’t even figure out where to draw the line between humans and everyone else? Do you draw the line at monkeys? Rabbits? Where? The more I thought about it, the more unbelievable the whole scenario became, even allowing for what we might not know or understand until it happens. Okay, Mom: you win. It’s all a story. No world without end. That’s when I got this choking feeling of being sealed up in a place where nothing could get in or out.


I stood up so suddenly I banged my shin on the bed frame. Cloud jumped to the floor, astonished and possibly insulted, but she did her Ragdoll thing when I lifted her back on the bed and I was forgiven. At the window I watched Robin get into his VW and grin like a chimpanzee in the rear-view mirror to check his teeth before driving off. He is more vain than Mom, who is one of the least vain people I know. I’m always catching him in the hallway mirror, pulling faces. If he sees me he laughs and shouts, ‘Hey! Can’t a person have any privacy around here?’ Maybe it’s because, no offense, he is quite ordinary-looking and not very tall. It’s obvious to anyone that he is not my real dad. Don’t get me wrong: I like Robin. He is a Good Thing in Mom’s life, especially now.


I went to my dresser and picked things up. The charm bracelet Grandma gave me when I was ten. I love the little scissors. They even cut. The picture of me and Mom at Cape Cod. She’s in a black one-piece, holding both the hands of this bald munchkin who is turning around and screaming because the waves are on her feet. How weird is that? I know it’s me, but I don’t really believe it, as in really know it to be true in the way that I know I am standing at my dresser holding this frame, which has silver flecks on it, and I know my fingernails are painted half red and half pink. I did them last night before bed. I am absolutely, one hundred percent certain that I am in my bedroom looking down at my nails and they are half pink, half red, with black spots on the pink side. Whereas in the frame, that could be any cute kid.


Who would have guessed that heads are so glossy underneath? And that I would ever be seeing mine?


Wink at the reflection. Tuck chin. Do that pistol-fingers thing. Give him the come-on smile. Click fingers of both hands twice, high in the air. Olé, suckers! Flamenco señoritas are the queens; those ruffled men stomping around them are necessary but, let’s face it, somewhat ridiculous. Anyway, this is my parentage coming through, and you can’t get away from that.


My hand is always going up to touch my head. It’s a shock every time, like reaching for my kitten and finding a reptile there instead. People say how stunning I look, that I have the perfect bone structure for it. Not everyone has the right bone structure. My mother, for instance, discovered after she shaved her hair off that unfortunately she doesn’t have the right bone structure. She looked like one of those aliens in the Roswell Incident. Onion head, enormous eyes. I think they were actually crash-test dummies. I’m only saying this because Mom admitted it herself and kept telling me how beautiful I looked compared to her.


I guess mothers don’t mind if their daughters are prettier than they are. Maybe they have some special hormone that makes them want this to be the case. Come to think of it, maybe that’s why my mother wears those clunky shoes and leaves her shirts untucked. One of the reasons, anyway. The other reason is that she is a truly unique individual who does not care what people think. Biology is amazing. You can be an individual, or even a feminist, while at the same time this mothering hormone gives you a kick out of not upstaging your daughter.


Knock on the door.


‘Come in.’ She has read the books and knows you don’t enter a teenager’s bedroom without asking.


‘Come in!’ What does she think I’m doing in here?


My mother stood in the doorway, looking shy. ‘Just taking a break. Just wanted to check in.’


I’ve been hearing that voice forever. Musical, slightly nasal, very warm. By the way, Mom, explanations are not necessary. I know why you’re knocking on my door! I read somewhere that babies, before they’re born, can recognise their mother’s voice, and even their father’s, if he’s around. If the family has a dog, the kid is born wanting to be near that particular breed of dog. Which means I have a built-in love of golden retrievers.


My mother handed me a spiral sketchbook and a box of pencils. ‘If you get bored,’ she said. ‘Just an idea.’ When she speaks in that overly casual way, you can be sure she has been planning the thing in question for days. ‘Drawing can be relaxing, you know.’


‘Thanks, Mom, but I’m extremely relaxed. You’re the one who needs relaxing.’ I grinned when I said this so she wouldn’t take it the wrong way, and accepted her offering. Like everyone else, I drew pictures when I was little. Unlike everyone else, I kept it up ‘til the end of middle school. Kids used to put in orders for me to make them drawings, from a photograph, say of their dog or their sister, or a scene from The Simpsons. By high school I mainly did what I had to do to stay in favour with the art teacher, Mr. Yam. ‘What would I draw, anyway?’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ said my mother. ‘You could draw what you see out the window. Your clothes hanging in the closet. Or in your case, thrown on the floor.’


‘Ha! Look who’s talking.’


‘More interesting to draw if they’re thrown on the floor.’ She kept standing there. ‘Are you okay, Maddy? Do you need anything? Just say.’


‘I’m fine, Mom.’ I put down the sketchbook and held out my hands. ‘Do you like my nails?’


‘Love the colours!’ she said a little too quickly. ‘Love the spots!’


I could see she was having a not-so-great day.


‘Can I do your nails, Mama?’ From the corner of my eye I saw my mouth talking in the mirror, as if it had started leading a life of its own. ‘Puleeese …?’ I said this in my Tweety-Pie voice, knowing that although my mother is a sucker for my Tweety-Pie voice, she was still going to say no. She always says no. She won’t even wear subtle shades of lipstick.


‘No offense, Mom, but the way you look at the moment? Believe me, nail polish would help!’ She laughed, so I thought it was safe to follow this up with: ‘You should listen to the younger generation. Let us show you the way.’


Since I’ve been sick, my mother gets this look as though someone is forcing her to stare into a light that’s way too bright. I should have known better. Teasing strikes her as cute, and cute means sad, and sad brings on the look, which I was in no mood for today.


‘I know it’s me doing this to you, Mom! Do you think I want to do this to you?’ There. I’d said it out loud, though not necessarily in the right tone.


We stared at each other.


I could also say: I’m the kid around here!


I could also say: Well, you’re the one who made me! But that would be mean, because what’s happened is no more her fault than it is mine. Grandpa’s always telling me that.


My mother was smiling and frowning at the same time, like someone had just told her a terrible joke. ‘Of course you don’t!’ she said. ‘No one wants this. We didn’t ask for this. But we do have to bear it. All of us together.’


Well, thumbs-up, Mom! Earnest-motherly I can take. When I go to pieces she gets strong, and vice versa. She always comes through. Eres una estrella. In fact, that was so stellar, there might be a two-way eye-watering thing going on here soon if we’re not careful. But I feel we can conclude with dignity.


‘Thanks,’ I murmured. ‘Mama mia.’ She likes it when I call her that. Our favourite slushy movie. I gave her one of the back-patting hugs I learned from her. Bony spine, sharp shoulder blades. We both need fattening up.


‘And yes, please,’ she said, pulling away. ‘I want you to do my nails. Makeup too. The works.’


Good thing she can’t read my mind. The afterlife! I’m the kid around here! You’re the one who made me! If they turn on you like that, I never want to have children. But I guess if I did, I’d get the hormone, and then I would be exactly like my mother.
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Jack Bell had recently had his braces off, and his teeth looked blank and unused, like he was trying them out for the first time. I am five nine and a half, one of the tallest girls in the tenth grade, but he had passed me by a good two inches. What pimples he had were confined to his chin. His broad cheekbones narrowed his eyes in a friendly way. We stood there like we had both been hypnotised. I hadn’t had much to do with Jack since sixth grade. We weren’t mean to him – Fiona, Vicky, and me – but he was so quiet we tended to forget he was there. Now I felt sick to my stomach, standing on his porch in my beret, staring at his teeth. If only I had hair!


There is a thing I do at moments like this, that I’ve done since I was little. I imagine wrapping myself in some big thick material until everything is muffled and distant. Then I imagine I am being observed by someone I can’t exactly picture, who knows everything I’m thinking and loves me anyway. It makes me feel I can do all kinds of difficult things.


I considered Jack from inside my invisible cloak. ‘I’ve come about the campaign.’


‘I know.’


‘Miss Sedge’s idea.’


‘I know.’


He went up the stairs in front of me, dragging his sneakers on each step, his big wrists swinging. At the top he turned. ‘Want a Coke? Water? Cranberry juice?’ I hesitated. ‘Vodka and tonic?’ Jack asked, grinning with his new teeth.


‘Water, please.’ I pretended to look around. ‘Nice house.’ Though I don’t like split-levels. They remind me of a doll’s house where everything is in view.


‘It’s my dad’s place. He’s at work.’


‘Lucky you.’ I had met Jack’s father when we were young and they lived in their other house, predivorce. Tall, talkative, nice is all I remember.


Jack went to the fridge and I took a seat at the breakfast bar. On the counter a laptop was open to a website, Tar Sands Action 2011, next to a stack of books and a DVD. Did that mean I was to be dealt with quickly and ushered out?


This kitchen didn’t even have a door on it. Anyone could see us from the landing or through the windows that started half a floor below. My eyes kept flitting down to the front door, expecting a lordly version of Jack to charge in at any moment to see what his son was getting up to.


He was taking his time by the fridge, his back to me, head tipped down. Enough thick brown hair for both of us. Judging by the bony, stretched-out look of him, Jack had grown tall a little too fast.


In fourth grade he used to come over to my house and we’d cut out constellations from National Geographic and prick the pages to make light-box planetariums. Back then he was a pigeon-toed kid with a buzz cut. We went on our bikes to the new subdivision at Sligo Creek. The creek had been drained to build the houses, but water came up anyway in all the ditches. We brought pollywogs home in pails. Some of them grew tiny back legs. Some even grew front legs, but we never got as far as a real toad. Jack said the pollywogs couldn’t grow up because they had been taken out of their natural environment. I said I didn’t think a stinking hole on a construction site was very natural. Jack said it was more natural than a pail.


Hiss of a bottle cap.


Don’t turn around yet …


Second hiss.


I whipped off my beret. When Jack faced me again, a glass in each hand, I was there with my naked head out in plain sight.


It is a blink reaction people cannot help. I was prepared for his surprised look. I had planned to get some satisfaction from it. What I was not prepared for was the expression that immediately took its place: This is curious. But: It is what it is. And: No huge deal. Maybe it is the look of someone with a scientific turn of mind. Miss Sedge has a very similar expression. If you believe everything is part of the world, then everything is equally astonishing, so nothing by itself can be too astonishing.


‘Beer?’ He held one out, looking proud to have prepared me a stronger option.


‘Sure,’ I said. We sat in worldly silence, sipping our drinks. I hate beer.


It was up to me to say the next thing. ‘Miss Sedge tutors me at home. Even between treatments there is no point in me going to school.’ He nodded. ‘Dr. O says I could, but Mom thinks I’m too tired and I could catch something.’ He nodded again. ‘I probably shouldn’t even be here.’ Further nod. ‘I’m about to go through another round.’ I was taxing Jack’s nodding faculties.


‘Do you like to talk about it?’ he asked. ‘Or not? Fine if you don’t.’


‘Sometimes yes,’ I said. ‘Sometimes no.’


‘How will I know?’


‘I’ll post it on Facebook: “I now wish to speak about my cancer. Please make an appointment.”’


I liked the way his eyes almost shut when he laughed and I liked him asking ‘How will I know?’ as if it were up to me but in theory I could talk about it if I wanted to. As if there would be lots of times to talk about it. I guess the campaign meant he’d be seeing me again.


‘Miss Sedge is pretty cool.’


‘I know.’ After a minute: ‘We weren’t very nice to her.’


‘You weren’t?’


‘Way back in ninth grade,’ I rushed to say. ‘Vicky drew a cartoon of her on the board. One time she caught us outside the library, making fun of her voice.’ She told us to get to class or we would be in big trouble, but the look on her face before she covered it up is something I don’t like to think about, even now. Especially now.


I picked up a book and read the title out loud. ‘Life as We Know It: Varieties of Global Catastrophe. Well, catastrophe’s better than warming! What I hate is these words. Warming sounds so cosy. Who wouldn’t want to be warm? Keystone Pipeline. How could something called a ‘keystone’ be dangerous?’ In Jack’s presence, with the air flowing freely around the bare bulb of my head, I didn’t know what would come out of my mouth before I heard myself say it.


‘It’s impression management,’ said Jack. ‘The extractive industries are good at that.’


‘Where do you get this stuff from? Impression management. Extractive industries.’ I felt subdued by his earnestness, by what he knew that I didn’t.


‘My dad, mostly,’ he admitted.


‘What I don’t understand is, aren’t the people making the pipeline worried about the planet? They live here too.’


‘It’s the biggest mystery of my life,’ said Jack, so stiff and serious that I couldn’t help smiling. He spoke rapidly. ‘I mean the fact that people aren’t more interested in what’s happening to the earth. Maybe they can’t take too much reality. No. It’s money, basically. The companies will rake in billions if the pipeline is built. But it’s our future—’ He was in the middle of a you-and-me loop with his hand when he stopped. I could see him backtracking for a second, then deciding to go on. ‘For you and me, if we want a future, we have to leave fossil fuels in the ground. It’s that simple.’


He said some more things about the Anthropocene, the Faustian bargain, the two degrees Celsius. I could see he loved the science of it and the details and the words. Facts were facts, and I could read them and even try to let them become, as Miss Sedge said, part of my worldview. But Jack was wrong. It was not simple. Nothing was the least bit simple.


I could think about supereruptions and methane burps with calm curiosity during the day. But at night the images conjured up by the facts would wash over me until I was lying rigid in the dark, my whole body thumping with fear. What I couldn’t explain was the thrill it gave me to imagine it. Especially the tsunamis. As the ocean floor got shallower, the waves grew bigger and stronger until the shelf ran out and the waves were set loose. Then the buildings and the scattering people, dignified on their own scale, were just crumbs. Over and over the images ran through me in the dark. I felt each wave slowly gathering power into itself, like a creature thinking cruel and merciless thoughts, and on the other hand like a creature just doing what it couldn’t help doing, and what it would not stop doing until it was finished.


‘So …’ I could hardly admit any of this to Jack. ‘What are we going to do?’


‘Have a look at this.’


He angled the laptop toward me and together we leaned in to the screen. I could have stayed there for a long time near the heat of his shoulder, scrolling through the site as he told me about the march students were planning from Georgetown to the White House. The point was to demand that the president follow through on his promise to reconsider the pipeline.


‘It says here, “Participants must be at least eighteen years old.”’


‘That’s just for the civil disobedience.’ Jack tilted away from me, gripping the edge of the table with one hand and balancing on the back legs of his stool. ‘That’s the best part! But we can raise money. We can publicise it. We can go on the march. We’ve got a permit to be on the sidewalk in front of the White House for the whole afternoon.’


‘Do you know what they call it?’ I read off the screen. ‘The picture-postcard zone.’


‘As long as you keep moving, you don’t break any regulations. But if you sit down there and refuse to move, you could get arrested. That’s why minors can’t take part.’


‘I wouldn’t mind getting arrested,’ I said.


‘Well …’ He was still balancing on his stool, trying to impress me with his acrobatic skills.


‘I might have minded before.’


‘I’d love to get arrested,’ said Jack. ‘But it could damage the campaign.’ With his free hand, he took a slug of beer. I watched his Adam’s apple moving up and down under the smooth skin of his throat, and smiled like I knew some joke he didn’t. The beer had trickled down onto my legs and made them warm and pliable.


‘I’m thinking,’ I said dreamily, ‘what will the picture-postcard zone look like when the White House is underwater?’


His stool hit the floor with a thump. He slapped the counter and sprang to his feet.


‘What’s wrong?’


Jack turned around once, waving both arms in the air. I saw the muscular back of his neck, the loose seat of his jeans, and for a second the complicated front of them before he sat down again, grinning.


‘What a great idea! We can make postcards of the White House underwater and sell them to raise money!’


He was looking at me in this easy way, and it seemed as if the fourth-grade, crew-cut, planetarium Jack was saying, ‘Remember me?’ At that exact moment I made a decision. I would find a way to do it. Not right now, but soon. To know what it’s like. And just as that thought entered my head, Jack Bell in his enthusiasm about the postcards laid his hand on my arm, near the wrist. He removed it instantly, and went to the sink on some pretext or other, but my arm was fizzing and sparkling so much where he’d touched me that it didn’t even feel like an arm anymore. I knew then that it wasn’t just a matter of curiosity. The thing was this: I wanted to be with someone who, unlike my family, didn’t have to love me but just decided to. Even if it was only for one day.


Fiona collapsed on my beanbag chair, more than an hour late. With her fierce blue eyes and white blond hair, she looked like some third-string angel down on her luck.


‘Sedge caught me at my locker between fourth and fifth. No pass.’


‘Where’s Vicky?’


‘Home with a temperature. Hundred and two point six. She had such an unbelievably sore throat in French, she was almost hysterical—’


‘She should try chemo,’ I said, reclining on my cushions.


‘I know,’ said Fiona in her motherly voice. ‘It’s a good thing we didn’t come see you yesterday. She might have already been contagious.’


‘Dr. O says I have more to fear from my own germs than other people’s.’ I’d had enough science forced on me in the past six months to last a lifetime.


‘So I took her to the infirmary,’ Fiona went on. ‘Guess who tagged along just to get out of French? Guess who inveigled the nurse into letting her stay, so was not in the hall when the bell went?’


‘Natalie Flynn?’


‘Snivelling sycophant.’ Fiona was famous for her vocabulary, which never seemed to match her flyaway appearance. She jabbed herself in the collarbone. ‘Who took Vicky to the infirmary in the first place? Who knew all the symptoms of spinal meningitis? Hel-lo? I thought I’d make it to study hall in time. I only stopped for a second to check my cell, and I got the detention.’


‘Bad luck,’ I said, though I know how Fiona thrives on close calls. As I see it, the occasional detention is more like a close-call tax than a major miscarriage of justice.


‘She’s vile.’ Her nail-bitten fingers sliced the air. ‘She’s detestable.’


‘Annoying, maybe,’ I said, stroking Cloud. ‘Not detestable.’


At first I’d said no way when I heard Miss Sedge would be one of my tutors. I’d thought it was someone’s idea of a joke. But my mother refused to get me out of it. She has this idea about the glorious benefits of facing things. Personally, I’d rather look the other way. But in this case she was right. Miss Sedge is not at all like she is at school, where she has no sense of humour whatsoever. At our kitchen table she acts as if I’m not a pupil or even necessarily a kid, let alone a sick one, but just another interesting person to talk to.


‘Did you get my text?’ I asked, to move us off the subject.


One great thing about Fiona is she doesn’t stay mad. ‘I was reading it when she caught me. I’m lucky she didn’t confiscate my cell phone.’ She scrambled upright on the beanbag, working her eyebrows cartoonishly. ‘Jack Bell …?’


I did not want to let her down, and I do not believe in lying to your best friend. However, a certain coolness had taken hold of me. ‘I went to see him,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know his parents had split.’


‘And …?’


‘We talked about the Keystone Pipeline.’


‘What’s that?’


‘They pump oil down from Canada and ship it to the Gulf Coast. There’s a campaign to stop it. Miss Sedge wants Jack and me to get involved.’ I tried to look demure. ‘He’s nice. He’s cute.’


Eyebrows hitched up and down.


‘Don’t get too excited. Nothing happened.’


‘Nothing?’


‘But it might.’


‘How do you know?’


‘He touched my arm.’ Pathetic! Just when you’re wanting to lie, you find yourself telling the truth.


She sank back in the beanbag, unimpressed. Fiona was almost fifteen when she got her period, and she still had the high-waisted, spindly look of a middle school girl. Her wrists were so small she had to punch extra holes in her watchband. ‘But Jack Bell? Isn’t he kind of basic?’


‘He’s different now. He gave me a beer. He wanted to talk.’ Each sentence I said about Jack made me feel as though he and I were in actual communication. ‘He’s going to be a scientist.’


Fiona brightened. ‘Can I tell Vicky?’


‘No!’ Vicky was thirteen and a half when she got her first boyfriend, a sophomore line-backer. There was another one after that, and now Wade, who worked at the Coffee Bar downtown. If Vicky found out, she would never let it go.


Fiona was staring at me.


‘What?’ I laughed. I forced out a solemn look. ‘What?’


‘Are you sure nothing happened?’


‘I’d rather mention it to Vicky myself, that’s all.’


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘That’s fine.’


I stared. ‘What do you mean, “That’s fine”?’ In days gone by, she would not have stopped there. ‘What if I told you he kissed me?’


‘Get out! Where?’


I took a second: architecture or anatomy? ‘On his dad’s window seat.’ It was easy, the move from partial truth to outright lie.


That look again, like a safety bar coming down. ‘But, Maddy?’


‘What.’


‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Fiona crossed one leg over the other, chewed her thumbnail, and pumped her foot up and down. ‘Are you sure he’s a nice guy?’


It was my turn to stare. ‘You think no nice guy in his right mind would want me?’


‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous!’ She flashed me a smile. Not a real one. ‘You more than any of us, you idiot!’


‘You think a boring nice guy is all I could get?’


‘Just saying …’ She put on her wheedling voice. ‘I am your fwend, you know.’


The elation that came from speaking Jack’s name and making up things about him was gone. So was the coolness I’d felt a moment before. It was the tone of her voice that did it. Her tone told me that no matter how far ahead of Fiona I’d always been when it came to periods and overall polish and style, no matter what we’d been through together as best friends forever, no matter if she came to visit me three times a week, minimum, I was in another category now. This made me feel so hollow and alone I couldn’t at that moment imagine anything good happening to me ever again.


‘No, forget it. I’m talking crap,’ she declared. ‘I’m just jealous. Go for it. Promise you’ll go for it.’


I stood up so fast that dark spots flashed around the room. Fiona leapt to her feet and steadied me while I groped for the bed and sat down again, bowing my head to keep away the stars. From the corner of my eye I could see Cloud sitting upright on the quilt, ousted from my lap and awaiting instructions. Fiona pretended she had come over just to pet my kitten.


‘Poor girl …’ She pressed the fur back with her thumbs until she was crooning to the face of a little wide-awake gnome. ‘Poor baby! Have you lost your place?’
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‘Another sip?’ asked Grandma, steering the straw to my lips, her voice a wavier version of my mother’s. I sucked in without opening my eyes. Ginger ale. Essence of chemotherapy. It’s supposed to help the nausea, but now the taste itself makes me feel sick. I sipped it anyway, because it also tastes of comfort. My whole life is like that. Nothing is just one thing or the other.


I opened my eyes. My grandmother’s face was frowning down at me, her hair puffed around it in light brown scallops. My grandparents live downtown, only half an hour away, but they come and stay with us when I’m going through chemo. They were here when we got back from the hospital. I knew my grandmother had gotten a cut and perm for her visit, and this fact alone made me want to cry.


Funny when people are looking at you at close range. Our heads were practically touching, but what was inside hers and what was inside mine were a million miles apart. Or maybe not. We would never know. I shut my eyes. Light doesn’t help. But my grandmother’s presence does. I think it’s because when she sees me heaving into the bowl and falling back on the bed, moaning from my sore mouth, or bawling into my pillow, she is putting me into a larger picture she has in her mind. I like to think there is a larger picture. Even if it’s her scientifically dubious one of suffering people being rocked in the hands of God.


‘Grandma?’


Cool hand on my forehead. ‘Yes, Punkin?’


She’s called me that forever. I kept my eyes tightly shut. I had to keep them shut in order to squeeze out such a question. ‘Have you always believed in God?’


It must be sad for my grandmother, living with heathens. She removed her hand and did not answer right away.


‘No, not always,’ she said at last. ‘Not genuinely.’


‘So when did you start?’


‘When your mother was born.’


‘Why then?’


‘Shall I tell you?’


‘Well, yeah …? I asked you, didn’t I?’


Grandma gave me one of her looks. She thinks sarcasm is the lowest form of humour.


‘Yes please,’ I said meekly.


‘Your grandfather and I were so happy when we found out I was expecting. The pregnancy went fine, the usual morning sickness and so on. But as soon as I went into labour, we knew something was wrong. The contractions would start and then stop. This went on for more than a day. The baby was in distress. They couldn’t find the heartbeat at one point. It was very scary. Then I started bleeding. Turns out your mother had the cord, the umbilical cord—’


‘I know what cord, Grandma!’


‘Of course you do.’ I heard the smile in her voice. ‘The cord was wrapped around her neck. She very nearly died. Actually, so did I, from the haemorrhage – that means losing a lot of blood all at once–’


‘I know!’


‘They rushed me to the operating room. I was out of it by then. And while I was out, I had this amazing experience …’ She stopped.


‘What kind of experience?’


She seemed hesitant to go on. ‘I’m not sure I can explain it to you.’ My grandmother put her lips together. ‘It was like I was not inside myself anymore. I was looking down on the heads of the doctors and nurses, and while I watched them trying to save me and save the baby, there was this … presence isn’t quite the right word. Being? No. That sounds like it was all in one place. Anyway, there was something with me that was completely good and generous.’


‘Must have been a dream.’


She smiled. ‘Maybe. When I woke up, I couldn’t see any baby and I got scared, so I started talking to God. We came to an agreement that if I lived and my baby lived, I would devote my life to Him.’


‘But how did you know someone was there to talk to in the first place?’


‘He spoke first.’


I opened my eyes. Grandma was sitting on my bed in her yellow cardigan, the ginger ale glass forgotten in her hands.


‘Not the usual way of speaking,’ she said. ‘It’s mental.’


‘Sounds mental.’


‘Spiritual, then. But that’s not a word your generation uses.’


‘Mental,’ I said, ‘means it’s in the mind. The mind comes from the brain.’


‘Mmm,’ said Grandma.


‘So if the brain stops, there’s no more mind.’


‘That’s why we say spiritual.’


‘Spiritual’s not in the brain? Then where is it, exactly?’


Long silence. ‘Do you wonder about these things, Maddy?’


‘Sometimes.’


‘Of course,’ said Grandma, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. ‘Maddy,’ she went on, ‘do you suppose that everything around us …’ Her knobby hand took in my lavender walls, my Snarky Puppy posters, my dresser with its jewellery stand in the shape of a ball gown and its rows of Muji candles, down to my blue fleece blanket, on which Cloud was curled up acting out her name: all the fixtures of my life that I didn’t under any circumstances want to leave. ‘Not to mention where we come from, where we’re going, what makes you you, is all figured out already? Already known?’


‘Someone must know.’


‘How would they?’


‘Have you ever heard of science?’


Grandma wrinkled her forehead but decided to overlook it. If you have cancer you can get away with lots of the lowest form of humour.


I turned over with difficulty. Either my muscles were going soft from disuse or the chemo was attacking them too. Grandma helped settle me on my other side and put her hand on my cheek. Where she touched me was the only part of me that didn’t hurt.


‘Science is certainly a powerful way of understanding the world. Never underestimate science. But it’s not all there is.’


‘How do you know?’


After a long pause, she said: ‘I don’t.’


‘Oh, great.’ I turned my head away.


‘Do you want to come to church with us sometime, Maddy? Your grandpa and I would love it. Remember you used to go to Sunday school when you were little? To our other church?’


Of course I remembered. Graham crackers and orange Kool-Aid in the basement room. Wooden fire engines. Maps in impossible colours. Sitting on the carpet in a circle around a lit candle, while the lady spoke in an unnaturally gentle voice. I kept my eyes on the candle flame, the only interesting thing in the room. At the end she said: ‘Now it’s time to change the light,’ and lowered her candle snuffer over the flame, trying to fool us into thinking she was only ‘changing’ the light, not putting it out.
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