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  Chapter 1




  SHE died before her time. Isn’t that what people say? Her name was Alex—Alexandra, though only our mothers and teachers ever called her that. Alexandra was the

  wrong name entirely for a girl like her, a name for the kind of girl who crossed her t’s and dotted her i’s, who said God bless when you sneezed. From the day

  she arrived at Windridge, we were the best of friends. You know how girls are at that age. We found each other like two animals recognizing a similar species: noses raised, sniffing, alert.




  Funny, isn’t it? To think I was once young enough to have a friend like that. There were years she meant more to me than anyone, years our lives braided into each other’s so neatly

  I’m not sure, to be honest, they ever came undone. Though how does one even track such things? Like the movements of the moon across the sky, she exerted a strange and mysterious pull. Even

  now, I could no more chart her influence than I could the gravitational powers that rule the tides. I suppose that could be said of anyone we love, that their effects on our lives run so deeply,

  with such grave force, we hardly know what they mean until they are gone.




  I was fourteen the day she appeared in my homeroom. A transplant from Texas, our teacher announced, her hand on Alex’s shoulder as though she needed protecting, though it

  was clear from the start Alex didn’t need anything of the sort. She must have come straight to our classroom from home that day, because she wasn’t in uniform yet. Instead of the

  pleated navy skirts and regulation white blouses we had all worn since the third grade, she had on a red flowered dress with smocking across the front, ruffled at the neck in a way my mother never

  would have allowed. I remember being struck right away by how pretty she was—unfairly pretty, I thought. In those days I was a great believer in the injustice of beauty, and I saw

  immediately that Alex had been given everything I had not. She was thin through the arms and slender rather than skinny, with a pale, inquisitive face that might have seemed severe if it

  hadn’t been for the frank snubness of her nose and the freckles that stood out against her cheeks. Her dark hair she wore loose around her shoulders, her eyes startling even at a distance,

  the color a deep, sea-colored green, the right slightly larger than the left. Released to her desk, she chose the route that took her directly past mine—accident, I thought, until she turned

  her head a quarter inch and winked.




  I was as blind as anyone as to why she picked me. I had by that age already established myself as a shy girl, bookish, and in the habit of taking everything too seriously. Of the fifteen girls

  in our homeroom that year, Ruthie Filbright was the prettiest, Betsy Bromwell the nicest, and Lindsey Patterson the biggest flirt. But it was me Alex winked at that September morning, me she

  approached at tennis that same afternoon. Me she rolled those eyes at when Lindsey flounced past, twirling her racket; me she flung herself down next to on the bench, kicking her legs out in front

  of her, her shins scabbed in a way I was aware I should have found ugly but did not. What I saw was that her shoes were covered with some sort of embroidered silk, that her fingernails were painted

  a shocking pink—the shade, I would later learn, Cyclamen. That she was, depressingly, even prettier than I had thought.




  “Boo,” she said, frowning at a splotch of ink on her wrist. She rubbed it with her thumb, then brought her wrist to her mouth and licked it.




  “Boo yourself.” I felt my cheeks heat right away.




  But she was busy looking around, her expression caught somewhere between amusement and boredom. “Don’t tell me,” she said. It was a thrilling voice, surprisingly deep for a

  girl her size. “They’re every bit as bad as they look.”




  “They’re nice enough.”




  She crossed her arms over her thin chest. “And you? Are you nice?”




  “That depends,” I said slowly. “There are different kinds of nice.”




  She smiled. Her mouth was the one real oddity in her face: It was too large, too wide, the upper lip full in a way that erased the usual dip in the middle. Still, it was a surprisingly sweet

  smile. “So you are different.”




  I didn’t need to look up to know everyone was watching—Ruthie and Lindsey and neat-faced Robin Pringle. I could feel their eyes, those girls standing clustered close to the fence,

  pretending to bounce tennis balls or check the strings on their rackets while they watched the new girl drag the toes of her ivory shoes carelessly back and forth in the dust. And they were

  watching me, Rebecca Madden, who until this very moment had been just another quiet girl in the corner, easily passed over and as easily forgotten. “I don’t know,” I said finally.

  “I guess I’m more or less like everyone else.”




  She brought her head down close to mine then, so close I could smell the sharp floral scent of what she would later inform me was her mother’s perfume—filched, she would

  say, from her dressing table and applied liberally to her own wrists. “Now, if that were true,” she said softly, “what in the world would I be doing over here?”




  She lived, we discovered after school that day, just three blocks down on El Molino, in a beautiful old Tudor surrounded by bougainvillea and a high wall that ran around the

  perimeter of the property.




  “Hideous, all of it,” she announced as we walked. “You’ll see. Eleanor’s had the place done Oriental—oh, I don’t care for honorifics. It’s

  Eleanor and Beau around here, and they’ll expect you to call them the same. Anyway, the whole thing’s silk and tasseled pillows and these awful little Chinaman figurines, which she

  insists positively ooze the West Coast esthétique. Meanwhile, I only know everything about California there is to know. It might have behooved her to ask my opinion.” She gave

  me a sidelong glance. “Aren’t you going to ask how I know everything about California?”




  I straightened up. “How do you know—”




  “I’m going to be an actress. Isn’t it obvious? I know what you’re thinking,” she added quickly. “But I’m not talking about the pictures. I mean the

  serious stuff, the Clytemnestras, the Heddas. Shaw, Brecht, et cetera. None of this fluff. It used to be about talent, you know. Look at Marlene Dietrich, for Christ’s sake.

  No—wait.” She shut her eyes. “Don’t tell me. You don’t have a clue.” She blinked at me. “Poor thing. Never mind—I’ll have you out of the Dark

  Ages in a jiffy. As for la Marlene,” she went on, “there’s no doing her justice with words. You’ve got to see her to understand. She came through Houston on a tour

  last fall—this awful cabaret thingy, really juvenile stuff, but, I swear, I would have sat in the audience and watched her slice bread. I mean, I could have sat there in my goddamn seat

  forever.” She put her hand on my arm. “Have you ever had one of those moments?”




  “Which kind?”




  She looked at me intently. “The kind where you feel like everyone could go to hell. Like you wouldn’t care if the whole world blew to pieces.”




  I pretended to think. “I’m not sure.”




  “Then you haven’t found it.”




  “Found what?”




  “Your something,” she said, impatient. “Your heart’s desire.”




  “You’re saying yours is acting.”




  “Listen, I’m not exactly thrilled about it either. I would have preferred something with a little more”—she clicked her tongue—“gravitas.

  That’s the thing about callings—they choose you.”




  “But how do you know?”




  “That’s like asking how anyone knows to breathe.” She’d stopped walking now, her hand still on my arm. We were standing under the shade of one of the big palm trees that

  lined that stretch of El Molino, and in the late-afternoon stillness I heard the drone of a honeybee circling overhead. “Look, I wasn’t given this voice for no reason. I’m not

  saying it to brag. I’d a thousand times rather have been given just about anything—a photographic memory or the ability to speak a dozen languages. Something useful. But

  I’m stuck with what I’ve got. Not to mention what I haven’t. Schoolwork, for starters,” she went on. “Oh, some of it I do alright with. Reading, for one. I happen to

  be a voracious reader. You?”




  “I like to read,” I began. “I—”




  “I’m perfectly tragic when it comes to arithmetic,” she went on. “And teachers are always telling me I’ve got to improve my penmanship. Frankly, I have neither the

  time nor the inclination.” She looked at me. “I bet you’re the type whose papers get held up in front of the class. I bet your goddamn penmanship gets top marks.”




  I shrugged. “I do alright.”




  “Because you’re a realist. Don’t look like that—it’s a compliment. Anybody with the slightest smidge of intelligence is a realist. The point is that you get the

  appalling fact of the matter—that we’re alone. Doomed to lives of quiet desperation or whatever. Thoreau.” She squinted at me. “You do know Thoreau.”




  “Of course I do.” I pleated the material of my skirt between my thumb and index finger, feigning concentration to cover the flush I felt moving up my neck. I am, as you know, a

  terrible liar.




  “Listen to me.” She gave me a dazzling smile. “If we’re going to be friends, you’ll have to learn to ignore me when I get like this. I go on tears, that’s

  all. There are things better kept to myself, Eleanor says. Problem is, I’m an only—child, I mean. Afraid I don’t always remember to think before I speak. Sometimes things come out

  without”—she chewed on her bottom lip—“arbitration.”




  “I’m an only, too.”




  “Were there others?”




  “Other what?”




  She gave me a penetrating look. “Eleanor had three before me. Or two before and one after, I can never keep it straight. You know—dead ones. Was it the same with yours?”




  “I don’t think so.” I felt myself frowning and tried to relax my forehead—Mother telling me I looked pretty when I smiled, that frowning never did anyone’s face any

  good. “My mother traveled before she had me. Turning pages for a famous pianist.”




  “You’re kidding.” She stared. “And now what?”




  “And now what, what?”




  We started walking again. “What happened to her and the pianist?”




  “She got married, silly,” I said, laughing. I’d always found the story romantic, though I had a feeling if I admitted that, Alex would only shake her head or roll

  those startling eyes. “She and my father met in a restaurant. She was out with Henry Girard—the pianist—after a concert one night. Daddy had just come back from the war.” I

  tried to make it sound as though I could hardly remember, though of course I’d memorized every detail: my mother at a table with the famous pianist, her blonde head gleaming under the

  chandelier; my father in the corner with his wounded leg stretched out in front of him; across from him, his date, a woman whose face—no matter how many times I tried to picture

  it—remained blank. My mother young and beautiful in a green dress; Henry Girard aging, brilliant, bending his gray head over his soup. My father waiting until his date excused herself to the

  ladies’ room to stand and walk over to where my mother sat—a face like that, he said, impossible to ignore. “They got married not long after.”




  “Sounds exciting.”




  “It was,” I said, glancing at her, but she only looked thoughtful. “She always says he swept her off her feet. She says he—”




  “I meant the working with the famous pianist bit.”




  I shrugged. “She doesn’t talk about it much.”




  “Like the dead babies.”




  “Not exactly like that.”




  “I think I would have liked one,” she went on, ignoring me. “A sister, anyway. I’m fine without the brother. I never would have known, obviously, except my parents get in

  these god-awful fights. Beau was saying something about family once, taking responsibility, and Eleanor just shrieked at him, If you blame the dead ones on me one more time, I

  swear—” She stopped. “The dead ones. Ghoulish, isn’t it?”




  “Maybe a little.”




  “I’m headed toward something sanguine, in case you were wondering.” She looked at me pointedly. “From the Latin sanguineus, meaning bloody. Hopeful.

  Optimistic. Point being, I believe we’re capable of righting certain wrongs. We might be all alone in the world, en effet, but that doesn’t mean we have to be lonely.”

  She stopped me again, and now we were at the edge of the small park across from her house, the canal that cut across the middle sluggish and choked with cattails, the far bank studded with juniper.

  “So? What do you say?”




  “To what?”




  She put out her hand, palm flat. “Blood sisters.” She wiggled her fingers. “I saw you fiddling with a pin in your hem earlier. Hand it over.”




  “I don’t know,” I began, startled. It must be clear by now: I had never met anyone like her.




  “Sure you do.” She gave me another one of her smiles. “Come on, Becky. In or out.”




  I hated being called that, but I didn’t dare tell her. She was looking at me closely, her eyes darkened to something like charcoal; after a moment’s hesitation I reached down and

  undid the latch on the pin, dropping it in her hand.




  “Good girl! Now.” She closed her eyes. “Do you solemnly swear?”




  She pricked her own finger, then mine. At first I was too busy watching the drops of blood form on our fingertips and worrying about staining my blouse to hear much of what she said: I remember

  that she kept her eyes closed as we pressed our index fingers together, her voice solemn as she recited our vows. At a certain point I shut my eyes too, more to shut out the glare of the sun than

  anything. But as I stood there in the afternoon heat with the sharp scent of juniper filling my nose, I realized with a start that I was happy. That the world might fall to pieces and I

  wouldn’t care, not the littlest bit.




  







  Chapter 2




  I should have told you all of this a long time ago. The truth is that we weren’t like everyone else in Pasadena, your grandparents and I: house-poor, they’d call us

  now. My father was the first in his family to graduate anything beyond high school, putting himself through college before the war working odd jobs as a soda jerk and a shoeshine boy, the

  government paying for law school when he came home early from the war with a bullet in his leg. It couldn’t have been easy, building his way up from nothing, though if you asked he’d

  say it suited him just fine, thanks. He was a great fan of Lincoln and Adams, your grandfather, fond of quoting them and others on the subject of freedom and the dignity of man. Lay first the

  foundation of humility, he often said—Saint Augustine, I later discovered, though at the time I’m sure I attributed it to him.




  My mother held a far more complicated position toward her past. The Pooles were old Virginia stock, a family I knew mostly through the Christmas cards they sent every December like clockwork,

  their signatures scrawled across the bottom revealing little despite my scrutiny. “Daddy was a wonderful man,” Mother liked to say, pausing for effect, “but he didn’t have a

  head for business.” Her father had killed himself after losing everything in the Crash, leaving my grandmother to raise Mother and her two younger sisters on little more than sheer

  determination and the sales—piecemeal—of what had once been an impressively comfortable life: A hundred acres parceled off bit by bit; the rambling old Georgian my grandmother hung on

  to till the bitter end; a grandfather clock with a cuckoo that sang on the hour; a pair of horses, Duke and Ranger, whom my mother had spoiled with sugar cubes and apples; a baby grand piano my

  grandfather had played from time to time and whose departure my mother had mourned bitterly, the sight of it being rolled through the front door too awful, she said, for words; box after box of

  heirloom jewelry; sets of family silver—all of it sold off by the time Mother was in her late teens. When she left for California at the age of eighteen, there was nothing to take with her

  save the twenty dollars my grandmother slipped into her pocket on her way out the door. “I escaped,” Mother declared. Or: “I got out.” She always did have a flair for the

  dramatic. A flourish she put on everyday life, like the silk flowers she copied from the ones at Neiman’s, sewing them herself and tucking one into her chignon before she swooped out to a

  meeting of the Pasadena Historical Society or an afternoon tea at the club.




  She was quite beautiful, your grandmother. I must have shown you pictures.




  But I don’t mean to suggest we were poor. We were anything but. We simply lived as thousands of others before us have lived, tucked up against the limits of our means. The life we led

  demanded certain expenses, Mother’s pen scratching busily as she tallied up our bills on the first of each month, doling out the amounts allotted to each category for the upcoming weeks:

  House: upkeep, one column might read. Car: maintenance; Gas; Groceries; Walter: personal. And so on. Her father’s loss had imprinted in her the necessity for if not economy

  then at least delegation. Funds went where they were needed, Mother directing the flow of monthly income as though mobilizing troops: there, not there, there. And so our house was large if

  not overly so—more important, it was in the right sort of neighborhood; there was my schooling—private, Mother insisted; there were the cars, kept long after they had begun to rattle

  and hiss; a small garden at the back of the house, where she grew prize-winning roses; a yearly membership to the club we could easily have gone without, Mother declaring when my father suggested

  as much that we might as well go around barefoot and begging for alms. That without the club, we were, to put it plainly, sunk.




  I must have been an unusually unobservant child, or perhaps I simply kept myself occupied, my nose always buried in a book; I don’t know. I don’t remember minding the differences

  between my classmates and me until Alex, that’s all. But then I never had what you might call close friends. What free time I had I spent reading, out on the patio or at the kitchen table. I

  planted myself there with my book and a glass of lemonade until my mother came in to start dinner, announcing that there were peas to be shelled if I was offering, and even if I wasn’t she

  bet she could find something more useful for me to do.




  Still. I would have had to be blind not to see the differences between Alex’s family and mine. That first afternoon I met Mrs. Carrington—I could no more have called her Eleanor than

  I could have broken into song—I found it hard to look at her directly. She dazzled, the jewels at her throat and in her ears winking in the lamplight, her hair blonder even than my

  mother’s and set in soft waves. She was languid where Mother never sat still, fond of using long cigarette holders she referred to as quellazaires. Mr. Carrington proved equally

  intimidating, dark like Alex and handsome as a movie star in his crisp white shirts and linen sports coats. Oil money, Mother told me later, Alex’s grandfather one of the first to strike it

  rich in what was then known as the Gusher Age, which made me laugh.




  Their house was filled with similarly beautiful things: fine porcelain vases and heavy damask curtains, thick silk rugs Alex treated so casually I could hardly bear to watch—scuffing her

  shoes across them after coming in from a hard rain, spilling crumbs, waving a full glass of milk around carelessly as she read to me from one play or another, her voice rising and falling with that

  wonderful air of drama that seemed to infuse everything she said or did with a sense of the utmost significance. There was a pool in the backyard, set like a sapphire in the lush grass, the bottom

  tiled with faded paintings of sea creatures I dove down again and again to examine: an orange lobster, a monstrous fish, a tiny, iridescent crab.




  I’m embarrassed to admit how quickly I succumbed to shame. How, that first afternoon I came home from Alex’s, I registered the differences between our houses with a dismay that

  struck me to the core. Suddenly everything wore the look of fatigue: the chandelier above the dining room table scratched so badly on one side that the glass appeared cloudy, the velvet couch my

  mother had reupholstered herself beginning to pale in irregular circles where people had sat over the years. Even the antique French end table in our hallway my mother prized had gotten nicked

  along the legs over the years, giving it the look of a castoff—which, in fact, it was. The table had been a gift from Mrs. Peachtree, a neighbor who left it for my mother when she moved away.

  It was only right, Mrs. Peachtree said, my mother had always loved it more.




  •




  It was an easy walk from where we lived on El Molino over to the Capitol Theater, its floors tiled in an old pink and green pattern I would later learn to identify as Art Deco,

  the marble refreshments counter tacky with a permanent residue of spilled sodas and ice cream. The man who owned the theater worked for Alex’s father or had worked for him once, I never quite

  understood—point being, we never had to pay a dime.




  We must have seen a dozen movies that first fall, Alex and I. This was 1958, remember. We saw Gigi, which Alex hated, and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, which she adored. It was at the

  Capitol that we saw Vertigo: Kim Novak, blonde and doe-eyed, her face always angled upward as though searching out the source of the light that shone down on her like some alien sun.

  After, Alex announced she’d drawn up a list of all the roles she meant to play before the age of twenty-five. It was important to keep abreast of these things, she said. To have goals.

  She’d do Cleopatra, she said. Good old Hedda. Lady Macbeth. Hell, just about everyone Shakespeare had to offer but Juliet, she said.




  “What’s so bad about Juliet?” I said. This was out on the bench down by the canal, where we liked to sit after school, throwing pebbles into the water.




  “Backbone,” she declared. “Lack thereof. At least Madeleine has her own fish to fry. Not that I care for the whole damsel-in-distress thingy. Fluff is fluff. Never mind if

  it’s Shakespeare or the pictures.” She took a handful of clover from the grass and stood, dropping them one by one to the ground. “Do you think I’d look like her if I

  colored my hair?”




  “Like who?”




  “Madeleine, dummy. Right before she jumps.”




  “Exactly like her.” I threw a stone into the water and watched the ripples spread outward across the surface: I was nearly fifteen and I had my own ideas about love, each more

  foolish than the last. “You don’t think Romeo and Juliet are romantic?” I asked after a minute or two. “More than, I don’t know, what’s-his-face and Kim

  Novak.”




  “Madeleine,” she corrected me absently. “Romantic, not romantic—not like it ended well for either of them. Anyway, I’ve decided I’m against

  it.” When she turned to face me, her expression was serious. “Love.”




  “But if you don’t fall in love and get married, what do you do?” It was an honest question. In all my favorite novels—Pride and Prejudice, Little Women, Anne of Green

  Gables—marriage was the inevitable conclusion, the heroine’s fate tied up neatly with a bow.




  “Do?” She stepped up on the bench so she stood over me, twitching her skirt out from underneath her. “TO BE, OR NOT TO BE: THAT IS THE QUESTION—”




  “Hush,” I tugged at her hand.




  “—WHETHER ’TIS NOBLER IN THE MIND TO SUFFER THE SLINGS AND ARROWS OF OUTRAGEOUS FORTUNE—”




  “Someone will see,” I begged, tugging again. The park was empty, but I could think of any number of people who might pass by at any moment—my mother, hers, one of the other

  girls from school. “Please.”




  She turned to give the canal an elaborate bow before dropping down beside me. “I choose my destiny.” Her voice was particularly wonderful to listen to when she got excited,

  so round and full it seemed less to speak the words than to toss them around like the wind. “My heart’s desire, remember? If you don’t have that, you drown.”




  I shrugged: I’d recently gotten in the habit of doing that whenever I didn’t know what to say. “I guess.”




  “Don’t,” she said fiercely, sitting up straight. “You guess you feel like a Coke. You guess you’d like to go for a swim or not. You don’t

  guess about your life, you choose. Or else—”




  “Or else what?”




  “You get swallowed up like the rest of them.” She turned her gaze on me. “Your mother, for starters.”




  “I told you. She fell in love. My father swept her off her—”




  “Exactly.”




  “I don’t see what’s so terrible about that.”




  “Nothing. If you want to be like everyone else, I mean, it’s just peachy.” She looked at me. “Is that what you want?”




  “Of course not.” I tried to sound indignant, though the truth was that I wouldn’t have minded in the least. It shouldn’t surprise you to hear that in those days I did

  everything I could to go unnoticed. Being called on in class was enough to send the blood rushing to my cheeks, my voice shaking in that way it still does on those rare occasions I am forced to

  speak in front of a crowd.




  “God knows it’s easy enough.” She turned back to the canal and watched the slow-moving water. In the afternoon stillness, the low croaking of the bullfrogs formed a hoarse

  chorus; behind us, hummingbirds darted between the lemon trees that lined the park’s edge. “Eleanor’s already on the warpath,” she said finally. “Next year’s

  the year, she says. Time to spread our wings. Flap, flap,” she laughed a little bitterly. “Baby birds, the both of us. Fledglings. You should see the calendar she tacked up in

  my room: ballroom lessons, etiquette lessons, fox-trot. Elocution, for crying out loud. God forbid I should study anything worth knowing. God forbid I should actually improve my

  mind. Did you know Shakespeare wrote thirty-seven plays and one hundred and fifty-four sonnets? Do you have any idea how long it takes to read thirty-seven plays and one hundred

  and fifty-four sonnets? Meanwhile, there’s Eleanor saying it’s time to start thinking about a dress for cotillion. Don’t I worry about that, she asks.” She shook her head.

  “As if I don’t think about it all the goddamn time.”




  “She’s only trying to be helpful,” I murmured.




  “We’re not little girls anymore, Rebecca.” She looked at me almost sorrowfully. “I’ll be fifteen this March. Tick-tock.”




  “I know that.” I thought about my own mother, the frown she got as she stood behind me in front of the mirror mornings before school, her hands patting at the stray pieces of hair

  that refused to lie flat. Of course she wanted everything Alex had been complaining about for me: The week before, we’d passed a flyer tacked up on the community board at the club, announcing

  ballroom-dancing lessons for the fall, Mother telling me briskly not to worry, that we’d figure something out. “It’s just—”




  “Just what?” Alex said, her voice dangerously quiet. “You thought everything would stay like this forever?” She gestured in the direction of the canal, and I followed

  dumbly, searching around us as though the answer might be written in the spiny leaves of the junipers or across the smooth bark of one of the lemon trees.




  “Of course not,” I said.




  The truth is that I understood very little of what she was saying. Before Alex, what thrills I’d experienced I’d found in my imagination, the result of burying myself in book after

  book. I depended, I mean, on escape for my various joys. It had never occurred to me that real life might offer the smallest portion of the happiness I found in reading, the ordinary scaffolding of

  my day-to-day a thing I’d made a habit of burying under a thousand imagined lives, each more inviting than the last. And then she came along and it was as though life were a Christmas tree

  and I’d discovered the hidden switch, the whole thing lighting up in a blaze of color.




  







  Chapter 3




  WOULD it surprise you to learn there wasn’t much for girls like us to do in those days? We were bright girls, after all, and not without certain resources. But Pasadena

  at that time was a different world. At Windridge we studied sewing alongside the humanities; we jotted down Latin declensions in our notebooks beside recipes for chocolate cake or a diagram for a

  foolproof cross-stitch. Amo, amas, we wrote. Whip egg whites until soft peaks form. We were expected to do well but not overly so. My own parents gave my report cards no more than

  a passing glance, Mother saying once that so long as I was minding my manners I could likely keep her up to date on everything myself. “If there’s a problem,” she said,

  “we’ll get a phone call from Miss So-and-So, isn’t that right?” She smiled at me, showing her dimples. “I don’t expect there will be any problems.”




  There was a girl two classes ahead of us at Windridge, a Martha Clarkson, whose parents were rumored to have sympathized with Communists after the war; it was believed that because of

  that she was allowed to do as she pleased, that in the aftermath of that disgrace her mother and father had, for all intents and purposes, defected from parenthood. She certainly looked as though

  no one was paying her any attention. She wore a large, ill-fitting sweater the color of mustard over her blouse no matter the weather, and her hair always had the wild look of something left to its

  own devices. The few times I stood close to her in line at the cafeteria or found myself partnered with her in dance class, I saw that her nails were bitten down to the quick, the skin on either

  side of them bloodied. Ruined, my mother called it, shaking her head whenever the Clarksons came up in conversation. “That poor girl,” she sighed.




  She would go on to study physics and Latin at Cal State, Martha Clarkson: In the spring of her senior year, the news went around that she’d been accepted to law school at Pomona. Ruined,

  in other words. I remember squinting in the bright sun to find her onstage at Windridge graduation, her hair cut by then in a blunt bob that did her squarish face no favors, her thick, black-framed

  glasses disguising what I had once observed during dancing were surprisingly blue eyes. She was a tall girl, taller even than I was. I shot up during the summer before tenth grade, a betrayal I

  counted among my body’s greatest. It must have been in part because of that that I registered Martha Clarkson so acutely that morning, the way her head stuck out above all the rest of the

  girls in her row. Queenie, my father called me in moments of affection, and I might have thought of that as I watched Martha Clarkson cross the stage to accept her certificate, the fact

  that she did indeed look regal in her own way. But what I thought instead as I sat there drawing circles in the grass with my toe, already bored, was that she must have felt burdened by her height

  the way I did, that she must have found it excruciating. It must, I told myself as everyone stood to applaud, have been part of what had spurred her on to Cal, to physics and Latin, that sense that

  she didn’t belong. That she was only ever playing the part of a girl like all the rest.




  I would not be a Martha Clarkson: My mother would never have allowed it. But the day Mr. Percy brought the frogs into the classroom that first spring after Alex arrived, I

  stood my ground next to her, more than half the other girls in the room crying out for infirmary passes, complaining of headaches, dizziness, nausea.




  “Shoot me.” Alex pulled on her gloves, snapping them over her wrists. “I mean it. If I ever turn into a fainting violet or whatever, go ahead and pull the trigger.” She

  sniffed. “I, for one, happen to find the smell of formaldehyde bracing.”




  I glanced around the room. Besides us, just four girls remained. “They say biology’s the key to everything.”




  She rolled her eyes. “Oh, they do, do they?”




  We found the station assigned to us and sat down in front of the metal tray containing our frog, the sides of the tray shallow, cold to the touch.




  Alex slid the cover off. “For Pete’s sake!” She sat back heavily on her stool. “No one said it would look so pathetic.”




  “I think he looks peaceful.”




  “Never knew what hit him, poor bastard.”




  “They’re raised for this,” I said doubtfully. “I think.”




  We stared down at the damp grayish body, the small flipperlike feet spread wide, the skin dull against the metal. “Bred for death,” she said drily. “Much better,

  thanks.”




  At the head of the room, Mr. Percy cleared his throat. “You’ll see that the diagram provided at each station outlines each step in detail,” he said. “I’ll be here

  if there are any questions. And to all you brave souls strong enough to endure, my undying gratitude.” He was kind, Mr. Percy, younger than most of our teachers, and one of just two men at

  Windridge. The other, Mr. Watkins, was ancient and hard of hearing, and everyone made fun of him behind his back.




  Alex gave herself a shake and picked up the knife. “Alas, poor Froggy,” she said loudly. “I knew ye not.” I watched as she reached down into the tray, her fingers

  enormous in those gloves. There was a clatter as the knife dropped—“Christ!”—Alex’s face when her head came up this time ashen. “It’s rubbery. Slick too.

  And in case you were thinking the knife would just go in, it doesn’t. It resists.”




  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mr. Percy rise halfway out of his chair.




  I picked the knife up from the tray and nudged the lab notebook her way. “You take notes.”




  “What do you think you’re doing?”




  “I’ll be fine.”




  “Fine?” I could see her struggling. “I give you five minutes, and then let’s see who’s fine,” she grumbled, but she flipped the notebook open and

  turned to a clean page.




  I lowered my head and began to cut.




  How do I explain? I’d planned on blustering my way through; I considered myself not unaccustomed to the ugliness of death. The lizards that hid in the cracks of our

  garden wall sometimes died in among my mother’s roses, and it was my job to collect and carry them to the bin, their bodies hitting the bottom with a sickening thud. I’d thought this

  would be only a little worse. But no sooner had I pulled the gray flaps of the frog’s stomach apart than everything disappeared. The room went quiet. Silent, really, the silence turning

  everything around me unfocused, the edges of the room softened as though painted over in watercolor. The frog’s skin proved thin as onionskin, easily removed; I pulled the yellow ropes of fat

  along the belly through the incision and laid them flat against the tray; I took out the liver, dark and flat as a dried plum between my tweezers; I probed the gallbladder and picked out the

  kidneys, which lifted away from the flesh like a pair of dry seeds; I sliced out the ugly little heart, the tissue gleaming a deep, gelatinous scarlet. Somewhere to my left, Alex groaned, and I

  lowered my face over the tray until everything disappeared again but the heart.




  “Look,” I breathed, but she buried her face in her hands.




  “You look.”




  I pulled my chair in closer and bent down over the tray. I had that exquisite sense of focus that came from being lost in one of my books, my universe narrowing itself to a single point. I

  unwrapped the wet skein of the intestines and pulled them taut against my palm; I turned the kidneys onto a separate tray with the forceps. I flipped the blackish liver over onto the glass slide

  and felt the give of it under my gloved finger, dense and resistant as meat. I drew the head of the microscope down and examined the oily honeycomb of cells under the lens, the pattern a delicate

  feathering, I thought, not unlike the one waves leave along the sand.




  “Fine work.” Mr. Percy stood over me. “Fine work indeed.” He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Wonderful to see you girls get involved. There are any number

  of—hrrmph—opportunities here at Windridge, you know. Excellent resources.” He stood, arms crossed across his chest now, as though waiting. “Seems a shame no one

  ever takes much of an interest.”




  “Yes, sir,” I said. “I’m enjoying it very much, sir—”




  “I was just saying, Mr. Percy,” Alex interrupted, holding the notebook aloft as though it were a fan and she might, at any moment, snap it open and begin to dance, “that

  biology is more or less the essence of life. Don’t you agree?”




  “The what?” He stood there, blinking.




  “The key to everything.” She beamed at him. “Isn’t that right?”




  “Perhaps.” His glasses had already begun their slow journey back down his nose and he pushed at them again, using his knuckle to edge them into place. “That is, I like to think

  it’s the most directly applicable of the sciences. A living science.” He coughed. “It being all around us and all.”




  “It is, isn’t it?” Alex gazed at him.




  He reddened. “Yes. Well, then—carry on.” He nodded as though we’d asked his approval and turned back toward his desk.




  “We’ll do our best, Mr. Percy,” Alex called after him. He ducked his head—embarrassed, I thought, or flattered. “I’m interested,” Alex

  said, turning to me and putting one hand to her chest. “Oh, absolutely, Mr. Percy, I’m so interested I could lie down and kiss your darling biological feet—”




  “Hush.” I glanced around the room to make sure no one had overheard.




  She smiled broadly, tucking a pencil behind her ear. “I think it’s adorable.”




  “It’s got nothing to do with adorable.”




  “Then why are you blushing?”




  “I’m not—” but then I stopped. I saw—like one of my heroines, only decidedly less heroic in her misfortune—Martha Clarkson walking down the hallway with a

  frown of concentration creasing her pale forehead, her skirt sagging, her blouse covered up by that sweater. Ruined. “Well,” I said slowly. “Maybe just the tiniest

  crush.”




  “And why not?” She flashed a smile and I feigned absorption in the contents of the tray, feeling a shiver of something equal parts guilt and pleasure. “Not much to look at, is

  he, but at least he’s got a head on his shoulders. More than anyone can say for those Browning boys.” She picked up the notebook again, looking bored. “Now give me something to

  write down so we can get out of here already. I’m famished, and as it turns out I don’t care for the smell of death.”




  It can’t have been long after that day in Mr. Percy’s classroom—a week, maybe two—that Alex had the first of her many classes after school.

  “Elocution,” she said, sticking out her tongue. “Told you.” I’m sure I pretended it was mere coincidence when I found myself walking along East Walnut toward the

  public library. It was a stately old building, large and full of light. The librarian, a kindly old lady named Mrs. Farmington, was more than happy to point me in the direction of natural

  sciences.




  “It’s for a school project,” I told her, as though I needed to explain. I’d never set foot on the second floor, but it was even quieter up there, the sound

  muffled by thick carpeting and endless shelves of books. I located the section that housed the biology texts easily enough. I must have spent a good three hours there that first day, poring over

  diagrams and tables, the print often so small I had to bring my face down close to the musty-smelling pages. I went back the very next week. Dance class this time, Alex declared grimly when we said

  goodbye in front of school. “Tick-tock,” she said. Eventually I worked up the courage to check out a book, then a second, the due date stamped in the back with a satisfying

  thwack!




  I remember those as some of my happiest hours. To sit at the end of those narrow aisles with the afternoon sun filtering through the windows, the smell of old books heavy in the air, the whine

  of the overhead light like the honeybees that gathered in my mother’s garden, come June, by the dozens—it was as close as I have ever come to understanding worship. My father was the

  only regular churchgoer in our family, but on the rare occasions my mother and I joined him, I was always surprised to find how much I liked it. I couldn’t tell you much of anything about

  Father Timothy’s sermons; I don’t believe I registered more than a handful of words over the years. All I heard as I sat between my parents in the hard-backed pew was the cavernous

  silence that continued even as he spoke, and the hundreds of small sounds under that sound, the echoes produced by the shuffle of feet moving against the wooden floors or the noise of someone

  swallowing. The library had that same persistent quiet, a stillness that I’m afraid made it all too easy for me to lose track of time. I often climbed the stairs with every intention of

  leaving within the hour, only to find myself startled by the click of the lights as Mrs. Farmington turned them off, one by one, signaling it was time to go.




  It was in the anatomy books that I found the most astonishing things: diagrams that unfolded like accordions to show tendons and muscles, pages of illustrations mapping out vast territories of

  veins. A single drawing that outlined all twenty-six bones of the foot. I lost myself in them the way I’d always lost myself in books, only instead of Catherine from Wuthering

  Heights weeping over Heathcliff or Emma Woodhouse getting into trouble over one thing or another, there was the fascinating architecture of the human skull, or the fat gray bellows of the

  lungs. There were the twin arches of the clavicle, the tiny, saclike alveoli clustered together like buds on the verge of blooming. I traced the bones of the leg up through the hip girdle and let

  my fingers wander over the pattern of veins. Later, I would stand in front of my bedroom mirror wearing nothing but my slip and start all over again: lingual artery, carotid, coronary,

  hepatic.




  I was careful to visit the library only on those days when Alex had something else—her goddamn elocution or whatever it was. I told my mother I was going to Alex’s straight

  from school; to Alex, I said I was going home, that my mother needed me for one thing or another. Each time I lied it bothered me less, as though lying were a sweater I stretched with each use

  until the shape of it molded to my body. Then there were moments I wished I could take it all back, afternoons as I hurried down the sunny stretch of East Walnut when I longed to do it all over

  again, to go back to that afternoon in Mr. Percy’s classroom and erase that first lie as easily as chalk from a board. No, I might have said. It’s not Mr. Percy. This is what I

  love—holding the tray aloft, the microscope. The tiny, waxen heart.




  But the truth is that I was afraid I would lose her. Not because I’d finally found my heart’s desire, and it was something so crude, so entirely lacking in glamour that I understood

  immediately Alex would never approve. And not because I had grown up a lonely child, unaccustomed to explaining my many peculiarities, or even because I was already used to maintaining a certain

  border between private and public, to turning a particular face to the world. Keeping up appearances, Mother called it: the silk flower pinned behind her ear; the tear in my uniform

  stitched up by her neat hand; the complicated recipes she clipped from magazines and followed to the letter, the heat in that small kitchen making her pretty face gleam. We have to try

  harder, she told me as she stood behind me before bed, setting my hair in curlers. A challenge, she called it. No, I was afraid I would lose Alex because I knew I’d in some

  sense already let her go. Because, I mean, I’d found something I loved as much as I loved her.




  And so when she asked, I lied. I’d learned how to roast a chicken, I told her, holding up my hands as though to show my scars. I’d spent the day helping my mother polish the goddamn

  silver.




  How little we know the ones we love. How little we know of anyone, in the end.




  







  Chapter 4




  OF course I lost her anyway. His name was Bertrand Lowell.




  He was a year ahead of us in school, a Browning boy like the rest of them. All anyone said about him growing up was that he was a genius, rumored to have received a near-perfect score on the

  Wechsler-Bellevue. We were juniors at Windridge the day he punched his history teacher in the eye for reasons that remained unclear; even the other Browning boys in the room that day couldn’t

  put words to the particulars. All anyone knew was that the teacher had been rushed to the emergency room and that Bertrand reappeared in the hallways the following Monday without further

  explanation. The Lowells were rumored to have made a sizable donation to the school, a story supported by the fact that the teacher—just as quietly as Bertrand had been let back in—was

  let go at the end of the year.




  He hardly looked the part. He was tall and thin, the kind of skinny mothers clicked their tongues over at the pool as they watched their sons cannonball into the deep end, spines gleaming in the

  California sun. By the time we were in our first year at the university and Bertrand Lowell was in his second, what adolescent fat that had rounded out the corners of his body was gone. Even at

  nineteen, he dressed like a much older man: dark fitted jackets, dark chinos, and dark shoes. He brushed his black hair down so it lay flat against his head; his cheeks were sunk in like the flesh

  there had been scooped out with a spoon. He had a wide mouth, thin, mobile lips, and light-blue eyes so pale the pupils seemed to float there in the whites, untethered.




  Not that any of that really mattered—the shiny black shoes or the sleek black hair, the slender, almost feminine frame. All anyone cared about was the story of that punch, the way it

  trailed behind him through the years like a red balloon. It was because of that that all at once every girl in school would have done anything to get his attention. To have known, even for a

  moment, that he had noticed us.




  But even that’s not right, exactly. I lost Alex twice: The first was long before Bertrand Lowell. She went to a theater camp somewhere north of the city the summer we

  graduated Windridge—one last hurrah, as she put it, before her mother put her foot down.




  “She says I might as well get it out of my system,” she told me. “It’s like someone telling you to go take one last walk with your dying dog. Morbid, really.

  Macabre.” She frowned. “Either or. Point being, I won’t have any spare time come fall. Too busy chairing the Junior League, according to Eleanor. Pledging Theta Alpha

  whosie-whatsit.”




  “I’m going to miss you.”




  She grinned. “I know.”




  “I’m going to be so goddamn lonely.” I tried to make my voice light; I’m sure I didn’t fool her for a second.




  “You’ll have a fabulous time. Lounging around at the pool and sleeping late every day—I’m jealous.” She got that far-off look she sometimes did when she was reading

  me a scene from one of her plays, her lips parted slightly to expose the front tooth that bent inward—the result, she insisted, of being dropped as a child, though I could never make up my

  mind as to whether I believed her or not. “I must be mad, running off to the middle of nowhere with a bunch of God-knows-who when I could spend a perfectly gorgeous few months right here with

  you. I mean, I must be off my rocker.”




  “I’ll write every chance I get.”




  “Dear Penelope.” She threw her arms around my shoulders.




  “That was weaving,” I mumbled into her hair, but it seemed no sooner had she embraced me than she was already letting go, fluttering her hand over her shoulder like a handkerchief as

  she disappeared through the front door.
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