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For Eddie









WHAT’S IT WORTH?


In a courtyard behind the hospital, with cold metal benches and leafless trees strangled by Christmas lights, Eva came upon a doctor smoking a cigarette. He sucked on it hungrily. He exhaled out of the side of his mouth and glared at her—defiant, adolescent—as if daring her to point out his hypocrisy. She was the actual adolescent: sixteen years old. She could have told him that she enjoyed hypocrisy. No, not in herself; her own contradictions made her seem strange and ugly, like dressing-room mirrors that revealed angles of her face she couldn’t usually see. But in other people, inconsistency was interesting—a mark of complexity, maybe maturity. She smiled at the doctor. He crushed the cigarette under his shoe, an elegant pivot with an inelegant sneaker, and went back inside.


You weren’t supposed to like hospitals, but secretly Eva did. She liked being close to so many extremes. Birth, death. It was surely the cleanest place she had ever been—surgeons, she learned, scrubbed their hands for two to six minutes, all the way up to their elbows—and also the dirtiest: blood, shit, infectious disease. (She timed six minutes. It was a long time.) People yelled in hospitals and people whispered. They limped or they hobbled or they sprinted from one emergency to the next. She had watched a man fall asleep standing up. There was good news and bad news. Miracles happened, but sometimes—a lot of the time—life simply dealt you a bad hand.


Whenever she heard an ambulance approaching, Eva went toward it, not away from it. She stood right next to the automatic doors of the emergency room, longing to cover her ears and willing herself not to. It would have been easy to block the sirens out, but she had recently adopted a new ethic, too new to be violating already: Block nothing out. If she listened long enough, close enough, the wailing of the trucks became an urgent pulse inside her body.


While her grandmother slept in a semiprivate room, a pale-green curtain separating her from a carpenter who’d fallen off a ladder and broken his back, Eva wandered the halls in search of characters. In the basement—radiology—she found a woman in a plastic chair clutching a jagged chunk of rose quartz in each hand. In her lap, a pile of other crystals: amethyst, obsidian, tiger’s-eye. On a floor with a view all the way across Central Park—cardiology—she found a man singing union songs while wheeling an IV up and down the hall. “Which side are you on,” he belted, then hummed, then belted again. (“Yours,” a doctor rushing past assured him.) Through an open door in the pediatric wing, she found a toddler wearing a Styrofoam helmet. His parents argued loudly while he stared at the television: a soap opera on mute. Abruptly, his mother changed the channel, and a dour newscaster appeared. The child smiled placidly as grim headlines scrolled across the screen.


Then there were patients, like Eva’s grandmother Adele, who seemed too empty to be characters. Vacant stares in the waiting rooms, haggard faces in the cafeteria. The elevators were packed with people who didn’t want to look at you. But of course they had stories, too—all the more alluring for seeming blank, or being hidden. Eva was good at looking for clues. Everything could be a puzzle, which meant that everything could be solved. A man leaned over the water fountain, his gown gaping open to reveal all his moles and liver spots and gummy pink skin tags, and in her head, Eva connected the dots, drawing a constellation across his back. All the sounds in a hospital, she discovered, seemed like codes: the beeping of machines, the squeaking of sneakers on freshly mopped linoleum. They were probably all code for the same thing. Hurry.


She brought these characters, these puzzles, back to her parents. She meant it as a kind of comfort: someone else’s story to distract from their own. Adele wasn’t unconscious, but she wasn’t exactly awake either, and no one would say when, or if, she might be. The doctors, with their unreadable expressions and their unknowable expertise, with sentences so complex they might as well have been secrets, blandly instructed them to wait, cryptically promised they would see. Eva’s parents were not very good at waiting. They paced, they grimaced. They clenched their hands and jaws without noticing they were clenching. Her dad was better at it: he had his sketchbook, the rhythmic sound of pencil against paper, like an animal scratching plaintively at the door. Eva’s mom kept buying things from the vending machine at the end of the hall, packages that had been there for too long: crackers crumbled to dust, chocolate white with age. She opened them and then abandoned them, forming a pile on an empty chair, as if stockpiling for some future disaster.


Adele was in the hospital because she’d jumped out the window at her nursing home. It was a second-floor window. She hadn’t died, as she’d hoped she would. Her bones broke in lots of different ways: her right kneecap into many pieces, her lowest rib neatly in two. Her pelvis had somehow remained intact, spider-veined with cracks like the surface of a melting lake, but her ulna had pierced straight through the skin of her forearm. By the time Eva and her parents arrived at the hospital, it had been pushed or pulled back into place—reset.


For nearly her entire life, from Kraków to Boston to the assisted-living facility in New Jersey (“The Village,” they called it), Adele had been a devout Catholic. She gave God credit for everything, beseeching him desperately, thanking him profusely. She had never insisted on anyone else’s devotion—Eva’s father (her son) hadn’t been to Mass in decades, Eva’s mother could be haughty in her nonbelief—but their ingratitude had worried her and brought her pain. Then, a few months before she jumped, all that had changed. With a suddenness that seemed biblical, her piety had turned into rage.


Why had everything been taken from her? Her husband, her driver’s license, her bladder control, one friend after another. And then the house. She had given her life to that house. She had given other people lives in that house. Three children, six grandchildren. She raged instead of eating, raged instead of sleeping, raged into the phone long after she had accidentally hung up. The doctors had explanations for the anger. Tangles in the brain. Something called plaque. The explanations made her angrier. She was not one of those old people. She was not confused—she was furious.


She left a note beside a dish of spearmint lozenges before she jumped, dated in wobbly handwriting no longer recognizable as her own. December 3, 1906. (Later, the doctors used this against her: she was a hundred years off.) In the note, Adele’s anger was not personal or petty. That might have made things simpler—that kind of rage might have been easier to refute, or at least to ignore. She didn’t call her children traitors or cowards, which made them realize that’s what they were. It was the world, she said, that had disillusioned her, God who had betrayed her. And not just her. She could have tolerated that; who was she, after all, to be spared grief and humiliation and incontinence? But what about the others? The young, the beautiful, the not yet disabused. What would happen to them?


Eva avoided eye contact with the nurses in the emergency room, in case they noticed her coming and going. Sometimes she acted like she was looking for someone, scanning the waiting room with a purposeful look on her face, but she felt guilty pretending. And she was not above superstition: pretend to have an emergency and eventually she might be punished with a real one. (She told herself this wasn’t how the world worked. But how did the world work?)


One morning, Eva sat in the corner of the ER, reading a book. It was quiet this early—less to watch but more calm in which to watch it. Nearby, a bearded guy slept across two chairs, covered in a dirty coat that smelled so bad it almost smelled sweet. A few seats over, there was a teenage boy, skinny limbs and stringy hair, whose eyes were also closed, but his posture was too good for sleeping. Maybe he was meditating. Beside him, a woman sang something in Spanish to the baby in her lap, who started crying the instant she stopped, even just to catch her breath.


Eva’s book was a book of poems, which she regretted bringing. She liked poems, or the idea of poems: their difficulty. She liked deciding what they meant. But when she read so many back to back, understanding escaped her. The first ones she had annotated eagerly, filling the blank space on the page with urgent notes; now, halfway through the book, all her circles and squiggles seemed like some made-up language, invented to try to decipher another made-up language—those opaque phrases, those brutally severed sentences, those connotations or denotations, she could never remember which.


She closed the book. She listened to the mother singing and the old man wheezing in his sleep. She opened the book again. She read the poem a second time and a third time, straining to unlock something, then waiting for something to be unlocked, then cursing the very idea of the lock. Why not just say what you mean?


When the teenage boy stopped meditating and started stretching—twisting in complicated, yogic postures that Eva would have been embarrassed to attempt in public—she finally gave up. On her way out of the ER, she slipped the book under one of the empty plastic chairs. This was a statement—Fuck poetry—but also a ruse. She would have to come back for it later.


In her grandmother’s room, she found her parents discussing whether to summon a priest. Adele had renounced priests, hadn’t she? It had been months since she’d gone to Mass. But what were months, Eva’s dad wondered, in the scheme of eighty-eight years?


He did the math: “Three-thousandths of a lifetime.”


“So what?” Eva’s mom said. “The other nine-hundred-and-ninety-seven-thousandths were a delusion.”


The truth was the truth.


Her father’s cousin texted him the name of a priest. The last rites could be administered by Skype. No one liked this idea, but they couldn’t explain why. If they didn’t believe in priests, what did it matter?


When Eva went back for her book, the boy was reading it, legs crossed, back straight, mouthing the words. It was a short book, and she could see that he was already nearing the end, turning the pages methodically, not even pausing between poems. This was not how Eva had been taught to read poetry—to appreciate it. But that was the kind of thing teachers cared about and artists didn’t: the right way to do something. Eva wished she knew more artists. Her dad had tried to be a painter, but he’d long since given it up as a profession. Now art was just a hobby, which was a ridiculous-sounding word, like something out of a children’s story. It embarrassed Eva to hear him say it.


When the boy finished reading, he closed the book but continued staring at it, as if the cover had something to say—as if it might speak. The same poems that had said nothing, meant nothing to her. Was he an artist?


“That’s my book.”


She sounded more aggressive than she’d meant to, but he looked up calmly, barely startled.


“Thanks,” he said, as if she’d lent it to him.


He held out the thin volume, which seemed thicker now that someone else had read it. Had he read all her notes, too? Had he seen them trail off, swallowed up by each artful, reticent page?


“How embarrassing,” she said.


“What?”


Eva waved the floppy book. “My marginalia.”


He shrugged. “I didn’t read it.”


Instead of being relieved, she was hurt. “Why not?”


“I wasn’t trying to understand the poems,” he said after a moment. “But I liked the sound of them. Or, you know, the sound in my head. Which isn’t exactly a sound.”


“Oh.”


Eva sat down next to him. Across the room, in the chair where she’d been sitting a few hours earlier, a woman with a shaved head was holding her arm slightly away from her body, as if, now that it was injured, she realized it didn’t quite belong to her. Eva turned to face the boy.


“Are you okay?”


“Okay?”


She gestured around the room, the strangers in different states of distress. “Are you having an emergency?”


He shook his head. “It’s my brother. He gets drunk, falls down. More routine than emergency, really.”


Eva watched him closely, waiting for something to change now that he had revealed these facts—wayward brother, sudden collapse, routine disaster. His hair was about the same color and length as hers: yellow and brown, skimming the shoulders. She was pretty sure they were the same age.


“I’m Jamie.”


Eva herself had never been drunk. This was not a matter of principle, definitely not a point of pride. Did he drink? He didn’t look like a loser, or a Christian, or like someone trying to get into the Naval Academy, which were all the reasons she knew for sobriety. Her own reason—fear—was not one that she’d ever spoken out loud.


“And who are you?” he asked.


Eva wasn’t someone who blushed, her complexion more pallid than pink, but she often wished that she was. The straightforwardness appealed to her: to have your face speak for itself.


“Sorry.” She held out her hand, then instantly retracted it—too formal. “Eva.”


They went to the cafeteria. Eva filled a cup with hot water, because she didn’t have any money with her. Jamie offered to buy her something else, opening his leather wallet with the habitual ease of an adult, but she refused. Eva still kept most of her money in a jewelry box at home, afraid of losing it. He ordered a salad (no dressing, extra croutons) and two cartons of chocolate milk, which he drank very quickly, his throat bobbing up and down. There were a few silky hairs on his neck and a trail of pimples leading up to his jaw.


They didn’t mention his brother again, and Eva never brought up her grandmother. Instead, she told him about all the strangers: the crystal woman, the union man. Only hours before, Jamie had been one of them, but she knew things about him now. His name, his brother, his aversion to wet lettuce. (It was too soft and slimy; he liked food that crunched.) She couldn’t say with certainty that she liked him. He didn’t bother to wipe the outline of chocolate milk above his lip, and he didn’t make jokes at his own expense, as many of Eva’s friends did. When she made that kind of joke about herself, he tilted his head in surprise or confusion, as if to say, You want me to laugh at you? It was unsettling. She hurried on to other topics.


When she told him about the baby with the helmet, Jamie nodded. She had already told her mom and dad, but they had interpreted the story of the boy’s parents arguing as an oblique message about their own arguing, and had seemed wounded. They didn’t say this outright, so Eva couldn’t apologize outright, and there had been a regrettable silence, in which they listened to the carpenter coughing on the other side of the curtain.


Jamie said there was a name for the baby’s condition, but he couldn’t remember it. The boy’s skull, he explained, had probably fused too soon. In most babies, the bones were soft and flexible, with lots of space between them, so you had to be careful, cradling their heads like thin-skinned fruit.


How did he know all this? Was he older than she’d guessed?


“Do you have a baby?” Eva asked.


He smiled: no. It was a nice, gentle smile—not too wide. Softness was dangerous, he explained, but hardness was even more dangerous. It didn’t leave enough room to grow. He knocked on his head, and the hollow sound of knuckles on skull, bone on bone, seemed ominous.


“Hear that?” he said. “That’s the sound of being stuck in your ways.”


It was a long subway ride home, from the middle of Manhattan to the middle of Brooklyn. Eva switched trains downtown, walking slowly through a series of underground passages, because subway stations were essentially archeological sites—full of artifacts. Shopping bags left under benches, gum left under railings, a dozen used-up fare cards scattered around a trash can that needed to be emptied, each one an irretrievable record of where someone else had been. She waited for the D train in front of an ad featuring a famous actor’s face, a palimpsest of graffiti: Sharpied mustache, spray-painted initials, a glued-on flyer advertising the services of a piano teacher. SIGHT-READING IN 30 DAYS.


Her parents were still at the hospital, and Eva was glad to be on her own. Without them, it was easier to think about Jamie, to imagine him moving through the city alongside her. This, after all, was the point of meeting someone new: everything looked different when it could be seen—if she got the angle right and the mood right, if she blinked right and breathed right—as he would see it. Well, it had to be a certain kind of person. She was capable of falling in love with strangers, but that was something else entirely. If she had been attracted to Jamie, she wouldn’t have wondered what he thought about the station manager flossing her teeth with a strand of hair, or the sneeringly handsome face on the movie poster, or the rat chasing its tail on the tracks. If she had been attracted to him, she would have wondered what he thought about her.


On the train, Eva listened to a song she’d forgotten about. A few years ago, she had spent a week listening to it nonstop. Now, when she reached the chorus, a climactic, ecstatic burst (it was just a pop song), she was transported to those days:


The beginning of spring and she is bare-legged, walking down the street. The weather is still uncertain. Some people wear coats and boots, others tie too-heavy sweaters around their waists. The light is weak, watery light, but at least one woman is already hiding behind sunglasses. Eva is looking down at her pale shins, wishing she had shaved them. The hundreds (thousands?) of hairs look like the legs of insects emerging from under her skin, which makes her imagine the bodies of the insects—but, no, she won’t think about that. She can train herself to avoid thinking about that. She reminds herself to look up instead of down. At faces, at buildings, at the tops of buildings, which are easy to forget to look at. At the sky, which can seem like a hard blue wall or like infinity itself, depending on the day. She is turning up the volume, starting the song again, hoping to rise above or beyond or just out of herself.


Then the train emerged from underground, the darkness of the tunnel morphing into the darkness of the night, revealing that there are many kinds of darkness. Once every dozen times she rode the D train, Eva forgot that it went aboveground. Every other time, she wished she could unremember, because the surprise of it was such a simple pleasure, hurtling all of the sudden into the known world. The sky and the skyline moved past her methodically, the ka-thunk of the train like a metronome, the evenly spaced cables of the bridge slicing her field of vision into so many measures. Then the train plunged back underground, and the window revealed nothing but her own reflection.


At her stop, Eva turned off the music and coiled her earphones into a small bundle that she would have to untangle later. She had worn them without thinking, forgetting that part of her vow—Block nothing out—had been to break this habit: to listen to less music, to listen to more of her surroundings. You couldn’t eavesdrop with your ears plugged. She maneuvered around a few slow walkers on the platform—an old woman, a high-heeled woman, a dawdling teenager—before telling herself not to rush, not to not notice. She climbed the first set of stairs deliberately, mindfully. At the base of the second set of stairs, she stopped.


There was a man coming down them, and she could see right away that something was wrong. He was listing left, one shoulder tugging him down, his hand reaching for something, but not in the right place. He was grasping air, losing balance. Eva stepped back and collided with the high-heeled woman. The woman cursed. At first, the man’s fall was dramatic—he stumbled, pitched forward—and then it was pathetic: he crumpled. Just as the high-heeled woman passed him, he vomited between his knees.


The man’s ankle was bent at an ugly angle, caught under his opposite leg, and his shoes were splattered brown-green. Eva didn’t move. She wanted to help, but what would helping look like? She couldn’t picture it. What she pictured instead was the scene at the top of the stairs: the bodega with its rows of glistening fruit and bins of flowers dyed too blue, the smoke shop with its brightly colored bongs and many-tentacled hookah pipes, the old brick church with its stately spire and heavy, noble doors. She had walked from the top of the stairs to her front door more times than she could count. She could have found her way home blind.


Just as Eva was about to shake off her thoughts—less thinking! more acting!—a guy wearing big headphones pushed past her. He looked older than her, though not by much. He was singing quietly, but when he saw the man, he stopped and bent down, putting his hands under the stranger’s armpits, the way you would with a child.


“I got you,” he said gently, almost to himself.


The boy helped and the man let himself be helped. One of them slumped against the wall, the other crouched beside it. A mouth speaking into an ear. Eva stood there for a second longer, then raced up the stairs. Something slick under her sneaker, but she didn’t stop to see what. On the sidewalk, the world was just as she had imagined it. Her heart beat in her head. She took the tangled earphones out of her pocket, because the silence was heavy and accusatory.


When Eva’s grandmother woke up, she wasn’t angry or regretful or sorry; she was sad. The nurses spoke to her in cloying voices, simple sentences.


In the end, Adele got her wish: she never went back to the nursing home. She spent a week in the hospital, and then she was gone. She didn’t say much in the final days, and when she did speak, it was without looking at anyone—her words into space. At night, she chanted Hail Marys until the words began to loosen and slur with sleep, as if she were drunk, but she was only dying.


Jamie had given Eva his phone number. Did he expect to meet her again? How often did his brother get wasted? That week, she kept wandering the hospital, but she avoided the emergency room. She wanted to see him, but she wanted to leave it up to chance. In a fluorescent, windowless hall, she watched doctors with grave faces go in and out of an operating theater. It was hard to believe that all of them had peeled back someone’s skin and seen what was underneath.


Her grandmother died on a Monday, when Eva wasn’t there. She was alone in the two-story house where she had lived for her entire life, on a block wedged between the park and the cemetery, near the highest point in Brooklyn. None of the buildings on their street matched: there were a few cramped, clapboard structures like theirs, a set of brick condos with built-in air conditioners and shiny chrome gates, some classic brownstones with American flags waving out front, and, most recently, a new apartment building—all smooth gray surfaces, with floor-to-ceiling windows. It was evening, and through the kitchen window Eva could see the many varieties of Christmas trees in the living rooms across the street. There were colored lights and soft white lights and harsh LED lights. Their own living room still didn’t have a tree. Maybe her parents had forgotten, or maybe they had remembered but it had seemed too festive, too celebratory, given the circumstances. Either way, Eva didn’t mind.


She had a book in her lap again, but it had been open to the same page for a while. The sky got dark while she sat like that, not bothering to turn on a lamp. It was better to look through other people’s windows if they couldn’t look through yours. When her phone lit up with an incoming call, it was the only light in the room. She flipped it open.


“It’s Jamie.”


“I know.”


Across the street, the overhead switched on in a third-floor apartment, revealing a scraggly, blue-green Christmas tree in the corner of a room cluttered with abandoned toys and laundry drying on a rack. Until then, Eva realized, it hadn’t really been a tree, just the outline of one, its shape defined by the loops of twinkling lights.


Jamie was calling to tell her that he wouldn’t be at the hospital anymore, at least not for a while. His brother had gone to rehab.


“That’s good,” Eva said. “Right?”


“Good, though maybe not good enough.”


Up until the very end, his brother had resisted. First, he’d said he didn’t have a problem. Later, he’d said he could fix it on his own. It was only when the neighbor had found him curled up in the elevator, naked, that he’d relented. Even then, he hadn’t been persuaded—just defeated. While two humorless women from the facility watched him pack his bags, he’d stopped and looked at himself in the closet mirror. His face was puffy, but his arms were skinny. “What do you think?” he’d said out loud, to no one in particular. “Will they turn me into someone else?” No one answered, so he went back to packing, then followed the women out the door.


“What do you think?” Eva asked.


“He’s tried it before. They tell you the addict isn’t the real you. That it’s not about transforming yourself, just about finding yourself.”


“Just?”


A woman appeared in the apartment across the street, checking the laundry for dampness. She gathered everything but a pair of pants into her arms. Her mouth was moving. Was she talking to someone in the next room? Was she talking to herself?


“I think people can change,” Jamie said. “If that’s what you’re asking.”


“Where would the real you be hiding? Out there? In here?”


The woman came back into the living room. For several seconds, she stood motionless in the center of the carpet. She might have been waiting for something, or she might have forgotten what she was doing there. Jamie was silent.


“And why would it be hiding?” Eva asked.


Her parents came home before he had time to respond. Eva hung up hurriedly, because it seemed too difficult to explain whom she was talking to. A stranger? A friend?


Adele, they said, had waited until she was all alone to die. Eva’s mom had been arguing with the doctors in the hallway; her dad had been buying coffee in the cafeteria. When he walked into Adele’s room, blowing into the hole of a paper cup, his tongue burnt, she was already dead. He put the coffee down without spilling. His hands were warm and hers were going cold.


Eva’s parents didn’t cry, so Eva didn’t either, but they were all very solemn. Adele had cried often, without explanation or embarrassment, and Eva wondered if their composure was a kind of betrayal. The last time she had seen her grandmother, Eva had been sitting in a plastic chair among all the machines that distilled Adele’s body into numbers: heart rate, blood pressure, temperature. The numbers were green or yellow or red. Green was good and red was bad. Yellow was not so good, but by then yellow was normal. Her grandmother said her name.


“Eva.”


She would have reached out to hold Adele’s hand, but she was worried about messing up all the tubes. The old woman’s eyes were two wet stones in her face. They looked off into space, or at something Eva couldn’t see.


“If you know you’re going to fall,” she said, “jump.”









DID YOU SEE THAT?


Jamie fell in love with the tree behind Eva’s house. It wasn’t clear who owned the tree: half of it was in their yard and half of it was in their neighbor’s. The chain-link fence that divided the two properties had to be built around the trunk, stopping when it reached the tree and resuming on the other side. Every few years, the neighbor, a middle-aged guy who lived alone and had a noisy tool for each season—a leaf blower, a snow blower, a lawn mower that roared early on Saturday mornings—would threaten to cut the tree down. Then Eva’s dad would talk him around and they’d forget about the whole thing for a while. Still, they worried. They wondered if the man had a chain saw. He liked anything that revved to life.


What was there to love about a tree?


“It has character,” Eva said tentatively, trying to see what Jamie saw.


He shook his head. “No anthropomorphizing.”


It was a black walnut tree, a tree that caused problems for other trees. In its roots and leaves and the heavy fruit that it dropped every spring, there was some sort of poisonous compound. The fruit were walnuts, which didn’t look anything like what you thought walnuts did: the size of tennis balls, but hard and dense. They made a loud thump when they hit the grass, a loud thwack when they hit the concrete patio. Eva was always a little afraid they might hit her on the head. The thick rind of the walnuts stained her fingers bright green, but as the fruit ripened, the skin turned yellow, then black. Dig deep enough (years ago, Eva had used her dad’s old pocket knife) and you would find the familiar-looking nut at its heart. Most of the fruit went uncollected in the yard, first rotting, then slowly withering into dry, rattling shells.


One thing Jamie loved was the way the black walnuts smelled—sharp and lemony, a scent that you could feel at the back of your throat. Eva, who didn’t like it, thought it smelled like furniture polish, or paint thinner, but Jamie said it smelled the way it looked: green. He wasn’t the only one who enjoyed it; you could buy the scent in a bottle and wear it as perfume.


The tree’s leaves were teardrops, uniform in size and shape, with one leaf always exactly opposite another on the stem. If you were lying beneath the branches, as Jamie liked to, head on the soft ground, feet on the hard patio, arms spread wide, this produced a kaleidoscopic effect.


“You look like you’re in a movie trailer,” Eva said. “Staring at the sky, pondering the meaning of life.”


“When you’re tripping, leaves are almost unbearable to look at.”


“Unbearable how?”


He put his hands behind his head, cradling his skull. “You understand that leaves are miracles.”


With most of her peers, Eva didn’t advertise her inexperience. But with Jamie, who knew firsthand about weed, acid, mushrooms, and salvia, secondhand about plenty else, she was no longer afraid. Early on, she had confessed her embarrassment to him, hoping to get it out of the way. He could have tried to reassure her, could have said something nice and untrue, like There’s nothing to be embarrassed about—but he didn’t. She appreciated that. He told her that curiosity was the only good reason to get high. Maybe someday she would start to wonder about all the other worlds lurking behind the visible one. Maybe she would want to glimpse the secret lives of trees, to know the things—the truths—that you couldn’t dig your way to with a Swiss Army knife.


Jamie lived on the Upper East Side. There were plenty of trees up there, but few backyards. His father owned a penthouse with a large balcony overlooking the city, where he kept trees in pots: a Japanese maple, a kumquat tree that never bore fruit, a trio of dwarf cypresses that a gardener shaped into perfect cones. Each one was replaced as soon as it began to show signs of decline. Jamie’s mother used to live in the penthouse, too, but since the divorce, she’d been moving down in the world—literally. At first, she had a view of Museum Mile. Now she lived on the second floor of a building surrounded by scaffolding and draped in a gauzy black shroud. Not that there would have been much to look at anyway, just traffic and dog walkers, guys in suits. She owned a few indoor plants, but in the gray, filtered light, she struggled to keep them alive. They made her feel bad about herself.


These facts emerged slowly, reluctantly—a picture of Jamie’s life beyond Eva’s. It was a life, he admitted eventually, while the leaves kaleidoscoped above him, refracting blue sky and green light, that he often could not bear to return to.


He had arrived at Eva’s house for the first time on a Sunday afternoon, without any explanation or excuse, even though it was a long way from home. He had no book to return or retrieve; he didn’t pretend he was in the neighborhood. (Later, Eva wondered if he had ever even been to the neighborhood, where there were no penthouses, no landscapers, very few suits.) He simply asked if he could come, and then came.


To be a good host, Eva filled up water glasses at the sink and put pretzels on a plate. Jamie ate everything on the plate, then everything in the bag. He told her that he never craved sugar but always needed salt. Lately, he’d been growing very quickly, so quickly that it hurt. That sounded dramatic, but if you thought about it, it made sense: his body was being stretched out. Picture someone on the rack, or picture a piece of clay tugged and kneaded into a longer shape: the clay got thin and weak, then tore. Jamie towered over both his parents. One night, he’d woken up in the dark gasping for breath, and it turned out his lung had collapsed. That was the only time he’d been to the emergency room for his own emergency. They could fix the lung, but they couldn’t do anything about the rest of the body—they couldn’t slow it down.


On that first day, Eva didn’t know whether to worry about the long pauses in conversation, awkward silences in which they could hear her parents upstairs: the shrill commands of an exercise class playing on her mom’s laptop (jumping, panting), the Donovan album playing in the spare bedroom that her dad used as a painting studio. (First there is a mountain, then there is no mountain, then there is.) Jamie had no nervous habits that Eva could detect. When he wasn’t speaking, he seemed simply to be thinking. She hid her chewed fingernails in her fists.


Soon Jamie was coming every weekend. He was staying for dinner, then doing the dishes. He never asked what to call her mom and dad. They were Gail and Nick from the moment they appeared: Gail sweating in sweatpants, Nick smelling like turpentine. They liked that—they couldn’t bear being mister or missus. They thought some of Eva’s friends were too polite.


Her parents had certain ideas about rich people, and Eva could tell that they were surprised to discover that these ideas could not account for Jamie—how he behaved, why they liked him. A long time ago, Gail had lived among rich people. Her father had made a small fortune off a medical patent when Gail was young, but old enough that she could remember how everything changed, seemingly all at once. She liked to tell Eva about it, a mixture of wistfulness and bitterness in her voice. They’d moved into a new house, with room for more stuff—room, as Gail’s mother said, to breathe. The house was bigger, and so, it seemed, were they. Gail remembered how her father looked taller in an expensive suit, her mother looked fatter in a fancy kitchen.


But whatever they’d purchased didn’t last. Getting rich was a sudden revelation, and becoming poor again was a slow awakening, the end of a dream that no amount of pinching could convince them would soon be over until it really was. Her father didn’t gamble his fortune away or spend it all in one place; he had not entirely forgotten how to save. But he didn’t know how to turn some money into more money—a loaves-and-fishes miracle that he assumed only extraordinary men could perform. Why wasn’t ordinary hard work enough?


He didn’t learn his lesson, but Gail did. By the time she cashed her first paycheck, she’d concluded that the safest way to live was never to have too much to lose. She became a teacher, with a steady, unenviable income. She didn’t buy fancy clothes or take vacations or use her credit card. When she met Nick, she was wary: being an artist (that was how he introduced himself back then) didn’t sound safe. But he had a steady day job, and he never stopped at the first gas station, hoping there would be a cheaper one around the corner. In Nick’s family, a balanced ledger was a moral concern, not a practical one. They had never been poor—his father was a successful doctor—but his mother counted every penny and clipped every coupon. If at first Adele had been saving for something in particular, the purpose of it had long since been replaced by the pure pleasure of it, the empty-stomach satisfaction of doing without, the rumble of desire not for anything at hand but for something to come. For a religious woman like her, it was easy to wring logic from faith: all that saving must have something to do with salvation.


God was beside the point for Nick and Gail. They took pride in moderation because it got good results. A family with just one kid, a house with just two stories. Over time, they learned to take certain risks. They even took some trips, though nothing elaborate. No all-inclusive deals, no all-you-can-eat meals, no infinity pools. They repeated their warnings to Eva with reverence that had become roteness, fears rubbed smooth by so many years of believing them: never trust anything that promises you everything. Nick admitted that there was a brief period in his youth when he’d wanted what lots of young people want—high highs and low lows, the extremity of feeling. Then he’d learned (and he hoped Eva would, too) that being average wasn’t so bad, that being exceptional was a luxury not worth wasting your money on.


But what about Jamie? He was certainly exceptional: rich yet humble, rich yet kind, rich yet strange, rich yet deep, rich yet real. How could that not be worth it?


Jamie was never rude, not loud or crass or insolent, but he was indifferent to unspoken rules. He made himself at home. He filled up his own glass from the faucet, took books off shelves, spent solitary hours pulling up weeds in the yard while Eva did her homework at the kitchen table. One morning, before it was even noon, he ordered a pizza to their front door. He tipped the delivery guy generously. “Help yourself,” he said to Eva and her parents, not noticing their surprise, or else ignoring it. No one took a slice. When he was finished, he swept the crumbs into the cardboard box, flattened it, and took it straight out to the trash. There were good reasons for everything he did (he ate when he was hungry), but he didn’t go around explaining them.


The truth was that Eva had wanted a slice of pizza as soon as it appeared: the oil pooling in saucers of pepperoni, the elastic ropes of mozzarella, the way the whole thing shone. But as she watched him eat, folding each slice in half, orange grease funneling onto his plate, she couldn’t summon any of her own reasons. If she was hungry, what was she hungry for? The burn of too-hot cheese, the burst of salt and fat and meat? The rawness afterward, on the top of her tongue and the roof of her mouth? She envied his efficiency—five bites, a discarded crust—and she envied his appetite. He wiped the oil off his chin.


One afternoon at the beginning of spring, Jamie roasted a chicken. He arrived holding it under one arm like a basketball—no bag, just the see-through packaging, watery pink juice pooling inside the plastic—and offered to make dinner. Eva, who rarely cooked anything that didn’t come in a box, a simple recipe printed on the side, tried to help. She rubbed salt all over the bird as he had instructed, but its loose skin, pale and pimpled, kept slipping back and forth under her fingers. The way the wings were pressed against its body reminded her of a swaddled baby.


Jamie saw her struggling. “Here, let me.”


He finished the salt while Eva washed her hands, unpleasantly aware, now, of her own skin, her own bones. He chopped potatoes and carrots and onions and sprigs of rosemary that looked like miniature trees. He set a timer and let the whole thing cook, without once looking at a recipe. Competence made him seem old—much older than her. When he pulled the pan out of the oven, Eva, watching him from across the room, pictured him decades from now, with another bird, another oven, his hair shorter, his shoulders fuller. She smelled herbs, something charred. The pan went back in.


“How much do you value the life of a chicken?” he asked when he stood up.


Nick appeared in the doorway, wearing shorts and no shoes, his legs pale and nearly hairless.


“You mean, how much would I pay for a chicken?” Nick said.


Jamie wore an oven mitt on each hand.


“No, not to buy. Something more fundamental. Like, how does its value compare with our value?”


“Hm.” Nick opened the fridge. “Way less,” Eva said.


“But how much less? Fifty percent less? Ninety percent less?”


Eva hated this kind of question, for the same reason she disliked riddles and trivia night and the last, long problem on a math test: it revealed all the unused parts of her brain; it made her feel dumb.


Jamie seemed to use every part of his brain. He knew the names of birds, the stories behind constellations, the etymology of certain words—why interest could compel someone to gain knowledge but also to lose money. He memorized subway maps, not only in New York but also in London and Hong Kong, because he liked the way they looked.


“Can’t we just eat the chicken?” she said.


Jamie accepted a can of soda from Nick between two mitts.


“The thing is, you don’t have to value any single chicken very much to put all chickens first.” He removed the mitts and flipped the tab on the can, which gasped with what sounded like pleasure. “Let’s say you can free a chicken from a cage for just one dollar. There are so many chickens that, even if you value a chicken only one percent as much as you value a human, you should put all your money toward saving chickens.”


Gail came down the stairs. “So why are you roasting a chicken?”


“It’s called effective altruism. I haven’t decided if I believe it.”


Eva clicked on the oven light and knelt to look through the door. The bird was a gold dome.


“But I’m trying to get my dad to believe it,” Jamie continued. “At the very least, it’s a logical argument for giving your money away. A lot of rich people like the sound of it, because it tells you how to be good while also being efficient.”


When the chicken was done, you were supposed to let it rest. The irony of this—letting a dead thing rest—depressed Eva. Standing in the kitchen, listening to the meat crackle as it cooled, she felt suddenly restless.


“But can you be good if you don’t actually care?” she said.


“What do you mean?”


Nick took a stack of plates down from a shelf and Gail opened a drawer of utensils, but Eva ignored them, not offering to help. She wanted to get the words right.


“I mean, you could save a thousand chickens because it’s the efficient thing to do and still not feel anything if you saw a single one being killed.”


“Does it matter?” Jamie asked. “The effective altruists would say that feelings aren’t part of the equation.”


The bigness of the idea—Does it matter?—was exciting. Unnerving, too.


“How can it be an equation? Like, forget about chickens for a second.” Eva wasn’t sure what she was going to say next, which made her feel like she was standing at some great height. Dizzying, thrilling, not obviously secure. “Say you have a kid, and you give the kid everything he needs: food, shelter, an excellent education. Maybe you give the kid what he wants, too. Presents, a trust fund, something like that. But even after all that, you never really give anything up for the kid—”


When she paused, Jamie didn’t nod to encourage her. He never nodded like that—to prove that he was listening, that he was right there with you. He was and he wasn’t.


“You’re talking about sacrifice,” he said.


Eva wavered. “I guess so.”


“I can tell you what my dad would say.” Jamie accepted a knife from Nick and turned back to the bird. “He would say that sacrifice is religious bullshit.”


“But I’m not religious,” Eva said.


“We’re all a little religious.”


Steam rose from a long slit in the chicken’s back.


“I agree with you,” he said after a little while. “But you’re talking about the abstract kind of values. For some people, values only make sense in numbers.”


“Like life insurance,” Gail said.


Eva had forgotten that her parents were listening. She glared at Gail. When Jamie finished carving the chicken—thick, bloodless slices—he looked at Eva expectantly.


“Let’s talk about something else,” she said.


The chicken was taken apart on a platter. They ate early, while it was still light out. Eva watched Jamie chewing, thinking—about what? It was easy to pretend that the muscles in his jaw, clenching and unclenching, were the muscles of thought. The meat in her mouth was dry. Where had her dizziness—her fear, her thrill—gone? The vertigo of a new idea. Maybe Jamie felt it all the time. Jamie, who dropped acid and loved leaves and could draw a thick, clear line between his dad’s ideas and his own. Jamie, who believed in the secret lives of trees.


That evening, Jamie left the house and two hours later he came back. Gail opened the door, wearing pajamas with an old bloodstain on the back, a splotch the color of dead leaves. Eva hovered behind her. All the lights were off inside, but she could see that Jamie’s hair was wet, his face serious—grave.


“What’s wrong?” Gail asked.


Then again, wasn’t his face was always serious? Jamie didn’t answer the question.


“Something’s wrong?” Nick was coming down the stairs.


Still, Jamie just stood there.


“Come in, Jamie. Gail, let him in. He’s—Is that rain? Is it raining out there?”


Nick herded them into the living room and sat down. He made an impatient gesture that meant the rest of them should, too. Eva listened for the rain, but she didn’t hear much—a vague shushing maybe, or maybe not. It was the kind of sound you could hear if you decided to.


Jamie sat on the very edge of the couch and insisted that he was fine, that it wasn’t important.


“Really,” he said.


Eva expected her parents, enlivened by a sense of emergency, to match his insistence with their own: no, you are clearly not fine. But faced with Jamie’s gravity, their energy seemed to falter. Gail nodded. Nick nodded.


“Really,” he repeated.


The couch was a soft, deep couch, made for sinking into, but because Jamie leaned forward, the rest of them leaned forward, too. Eva had read somewhere that the more empathetic you were, the more likely you were to mimic someone else’s posture. It probably wasn’t true, but she wanted to believe it—to believe that all of them were copying Jamie out of something like compassion, not simply out of deference.


In the end, the only thing her parents insisted on was that he stay the night. It was raining harder by then, a sound you couldn’t ignore and certainly couldn’t invent. Gail tucked sheets into the couch. She plumped a pillow. Nick poured a glass of water and put it on the floor.


“I’m putting this on the floor,” he said.


“Careful,” Gail said.


Jamie smiled an abstract smile when the three of them retreated upstairs. From her bedroom, Eva could hear him moving around. She lay on top of the covers, lights off, clothes on, shoes dangling off the end of the bed. Maybe he had witnessed something terrible on the train ride back to Manhattan: a fight, or a medical emergency. Indecent exposure? Someone bleeding or someone raging, or an addict with a canister of dust remover aimed straight into their mouth. Or maybe something had happened at home. His brother, drinking again. Naked in the elevator again. His dad—did his dad drink, too? It worked like that, sometimes: fathers, sons. But there were more mundane possibilities, too. You could argue with your dad about politics or morals or chickens or all three at once. You could slam doors and say things you might or might not regret. You could take a walk to clear your head. You could keep walking until you found yourself in front of the building where your mom lived, where your brother would never have been naked in the elevator, because to get to the second floor, the unenviable floor, you always took the stairs. You could look at the scaffolding and experience the strange revelation of a body turned inside out, the skeleton extracted for everyone to see. You could look at all that and you could decide that, no, it was not fine, not fine at all.


An hour later, Eva was still awake. She had slammed very few doors in her life and she had never witnessed a real fight. She had certainly never had a revelation. The last time she’d slept at someone else’s house, there’d been popcorn, movies, stupid games of Truth or Dare.


There was a kind of rain that seemed to convey a message in its subtle sounds, but this was no longer that kind of rain: no romance in its pings on the roof, no nostalgic invitation in its gentle collision with soft ground. It was relentless, monotonous—all form, no content. Eva got up and went to the top of the stairs, where she could see into the living room, fluorescence angling in from the street. Jamie was standing in front of the window.


The stairs made noise underneath her, but he didn’t turn around. She was a few feet away when lightning cracked, and right beside him when thunder followed. He started speaking without looking at her, without even acknowledging that she was there.


“When I was a kid, I cried whenever anyone else did. The way yawns are contagious for other people, tears were contagious for me.”


He said that for a while, people seemed to think it was sort of cute. It wasn’t as if he was sad all the time—he was just crying all the time. But as he got older, his dad lost his patience.


“The usual cliché,” Jamie said. “Dads who don’t like emotions.”


Outside, the rain seemed to light up the asphalt, white bursts at the point of impact, like flashbulbs clicking in a crowd.


“Sometimes I imagine that instead of rain falling, it’s being dropped. As if the clouds lose their grip and have to let go.” Jamie’s face was almost touching the window. “Scientifically, that’s actually not so far from the truth. There’s a point at which water gets too heavy to hold.”


“What about your mom?” Eva asked. “Did she lose her patience, too?”


For just a second, the whole sky was illuminated. It seemed cinematic—not entirely real.


“My mom? She tried to stick up for me. She would say things like The world is too much with him.” Now Jamie’s nose was pressed against the glass. “She meant, like, I’m too porous. Like, I carry the weight of the world. Which is exactly the opposite of what the poem means. You know that poem?”


Eva shook her head.


“Wordsworth. He’s talking about materialism, actually. He’s saying we have too much stuff, not too many feelings.”


“What do you feel too much of?”


“It’s ironic, because my mom has so much stuff. She’s a compulsive shopper, basically. Like a hoarder, except she’s rich, so she doesn’t mind throwing things away.”


Jamie stepped away from the window, and this time when he sat down on the couch, he let himself sink into it.


“Is that why you came back tonight?” Eva asked.


“Because of the compulsive shopping?”


“No.” Eva thought about sitting down next to him, but didn’t. “Like, because you were—are—too porous.”


Jamie stretched out on the couch, the light from the window slicing diagonally across his chest, his feet lit up, his head in darkness.


“Maybe.”


If she had been brave, Eva might have asked the question again—more precisely, more insistently. If she were as porous as he was, she might not have asked it in the first place. She would have already known the answer, as Jamie somehow always did.


On her way back to her room, Eva heard her parents whispering behind their closed door, something urgent but indecipherable. The sound of concern, she thought, was universal—a language you could understand without any of the words.


In the morning, the clouds were gone and there was debris in the street. The neighbors gathered on the sidewalk, wearing sneakers and pajama pants, discussing the disaster. They knew this didn’t actually count as one—they’d seen real devastation on the news—but it was a surprise, and that was enough. They were unusually generous or they were suddenly imperious. A knuckly branch had fallen on the roof of a minivan, and everyone wanted to help, putting their coffee mugs on the ground, rushing inside for gardening gloves. One man stood on the hood of someone else’s station wagon and barked instructions: “On the count of three.” The minivan, in the end, was unharmed.


What was shameful was that Eva and her parents didn’t notice the black walnut until Jamie did. They’d made a pile of fallen branches in the yard and collected trash that had been whipped around by the wind and trapped in the holes of the chain-link fence. (Not our trash, Gail said several times.) They’d called their work done and gone inside. Jamie, standing by the back fence, pointing up at the far side of the tree, made them come back out.


The place where lightning had struck was a wound, a five-or six-foot-long gash where the bark had been peeled away completely. This made the tree sound human, but there was no other way to describe it. The bark was like a shell—weathered and armored, craggy in the way that made trees seem wise—but what was underneath was skin, pale and yellow and fragile. Eva couldn’t not think it: naked.


They looked it up on the computer.


“When lightning strikes,” Jamie read aloud, “the liquids inside the tree turn into gas instantly.”


Eva had never thought of trees containing liquid. But of course. What did she think happened to all that water? Now she pictured it traveling in tubes like veins.


Nick called an arborist, a man with a business card that said Tree Doctor. There was a good chance, the man explained, that the tree was dead, that it had died immediately. But damage you could see was better than damage you couldn’t. He spoke gravely—more kindly, Eva thought, than any of her grandmother’s doctors ever had. There was reason to hope, he said circumspectly.


At the end of the summer, they ran out of reasons. The tree doctor said doctorly things: they’d done everything they could. Mostly, they’d watered it. Eva with a hose, watching the roots drink. When all the water had been absorbed, the ground sparkled. More.


Caring for the tree made Eva care about the tree. And so when the men arrived with their saws, she was the one who needed comforting. Jamie, who had loved the tree first, told her that this was the way of nature.


“It giveth and it taketh away.”


She had to admit she’d never read the Bible.


“The circle of life,” he explained.


The tree came down in pieces, the branches lopped off one at a time, the trunk cut into segments, which made it seem like the tree was being disassembled—deconstructed. That it had grown so slowly, so imperceptibly, that it had looked more or less the same year after year, added to Eva’s sense of tragedy. Why hadn’t they paid more attention?


When only half the trunk remained, a naked post standing alone in the yard, the men took a break. Jamie approached the guy with the chain saw.


“Can I have one?” Jamie asked, pointing at the pile of wood.


Wood, Eva realized, was like meat: a word that could only refer to something dead.


“They’re not mine,” the man said indifferently.


Jamie thanked him, and Eva wished he hadn’t: he sounded too grateful, too earnest. He should have tried to sound indifferent, too.


“What do you want it for?” she asked.


Jamie rotated a section of the tree on its side.


“I’m not sure.” The wood on the inside had never seen the outside: air, sun, the back and forth of Jamie’s fingertips. “Art?”


Eva saw the workmen exchange smiles, but Jamie didn’t. The neighbor stood on his back steps, looming over the yard. Soon, the tree would be as short as he was. He was smiling, too.


When it was all over, the yard was filled with all the light the tree had blocked. Another tree, in a different neighbor’s yard, was visible now, reaching tentatively across the sky with thin gray branches that looked more like nerves than limbs. Eva wondered what would happen to it now that it had so much extra space.


Jamie had told her about something called crown shyness: certain trees, he said, refuse to touch each other. They grow and grow and then, just when they’re about to converge, they stop. When you look up, you can see the channels of space between them, like a force field surrounding the entire tree, or a halo. There weren’t enough trees in the yard to show her, but he found pictures of it online. In the images, the leaves looked like a sheet of broken ice, with sky instead of water flowing in between them. Shyness, he explained, happened most often between trees of the same species—like repelling like. There were scientific theories for why it occurred, but no one was totally sure: it might be a way to stop disease from leaping from one tree to the next, or it might be a matter of sharing light.


Eva leaned back so that she was lying flat on the ground, her head next to Jamie’s sneaker. She looked at the bottom of his chin, up his nostrils. The hairs above his lip were so pale that she could only see them when they caught the light.


“What kind of art?” she asked.


He shrugged. He was still thinking, rolling the logs back and forth, and in the movement of the wood, the turning, the tilting, she could tell that it was transforming in his head—that what had once been dead was now alive.
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