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  Prologue




  As I pulled up the long drive, deep potholes and crunching gravel beneath my wheels, towering pines above me, I was neither moved by the natural beauty nor stilled inside by

  the quietude. I did not marvel at the fingers of light spearing through the canopy, dappling the ground. I did not admire the frolicking larks or the scampering squirrels for their carefree

  existence. No. In fact, it all made me sick. There was a scream of protest lodged at the base of my throat, and it had been sitting there for the better part of a year. When it finally

  escaped—and I wasn’t sure when that might be—I knew it would be a roar to shake the world to its core.




  It was supposed to have been an auspicious year for me. According to all the astrological predictions—if you believe in that kind of thing—I was to have found security at home,

  success at work—rewards for all my labors. Megan, the sweet and willowy girl of my dreams—the kind of girl who asked the universe for what we needed, and who dwelled “in a place

  of gratitude,” and who regularly walked around burning sage and whispering her good thoughts—was no match for the tide of shit that was headed our way.




  I should have told her not to bother. Part of me knew that I was only keeping it all at bay—the darkness, the bad luck, the ugly turn of circumstance, the destroyer waiting in the shadows.

  But I wanted to believe in her, in us. And for a time I did. Maybe it was all worth it, everything that followed, for the moment in which I was able to live in the sun with her. But now

  that moment makes the dark seem so much deeper, so much less penetrable by any kind of light.




  I snaked along the winding, narrow path in my banged-up old Scout, steeling myself for the sight of the house, which waited just around the next bend. It shouldn’t have even been there.

  I’d finally scheduled it for demolition; should have done so long ago.




  Megan and I talked about building our dream home in its place. Or rather she talked about it, and I made noncommittal noises. I might have known the house wouldn’t allow itself to

  be destroyed. In fact, maybe that was where I’d gone too far into my new life. It was one thing to move on. It was quite another to try to level the past, to pave it over and build it back as

  you would like it. That wasn’t allowed. Not for me.




  And then there it was, as rickety as it was defiant. As fragile as it was indestructible—shutters askew, siding faded and slipping, yard overgrown, porch sagging. As I turned a hard corner

  with the mean winter sun setting behind me, it rose into view, looked bigger than it had a right to be. The sky behind it was orange and black, the trees dark slashes against the gloaming.




  Oh, Meg had plans for this place—our country home, just a few short hours from the city. It was to be our retreat, a place where I would write far from the distractions and temptations of

  our urban life. No, we wouldn’t have wireless up here. It would have been our place to unplug. But those were her plans, not mine. As far as I was concerned, self-immolation was a

  more desirable option.




  As I came to a stop, the whole place seemed to vibrate with malicious glee. The scream dropped into my belly and became a hard ache in my gut as I climbed out of the truck. How is it possible

  that I am back here? I asked myself. A place I fled, vowing never to return. Now it’s the only place I have left. Megan would have something to say, like: It’s the universe forcing

  you to confront the thing you dreaded most. It’s taken everything from you because that’s how important this is. What lesson is it asking you to learn? In fact, that’s

  precisely what she had said.




  Man, I ached to hear that bright and positive voice, to hear that vibration of love and confidence. But now, when I called her, I only got the clipped and professional tone she’d used for

  her voice mail. I’m not available at the moment. Please leave a message. She wasn’t answering my calls. I left long rambling messages; I wasn’t even sure she listened to

  them. Her last words to me:




  We don’t have anything left to discuss, Ian. Don’t call me until something changes.




  I don’t know what that means, I pleaded.




  But there was an expression she wore when she looked at me now—sad, disappointed, and angry. And that look was the only answer she gave me before she left me on our bench in Central Park

  by the Alice in Wonderland statue. It was the last place I’d seen her. I watched her walk away, huddled into herself against the cold. She moved quickly past a little girl who was

  chasing a boy around the circle. The boy was crying but the girl was laughing, oblivious or indifferent to the fact that the game was frightening him.




  I think I called Megan’s name, because the children stopped and looked at me, both of them staring with mouths formed in perfect O’s of surprise. Their nanny hurried over and

  shuttled them away from me, casting a disapproving look in my direction. But maybe I didn’t say her name. Maybe I said something else. Whatever it was I said, or yelled, Megan hadn’t

  stopped. She moved faster as if she was afraid, as if she couldn’t wait to be away from me. Why was she afraid of me? How could she be? I had watched until she was absorbed into the throbbing

  crowd of New Yorkers shuttling through the park on their various ways to various important things.




  Now the thud of the hatch closing reverberated like a gunshot in the silence. I had one large black duffel bag, my leather art portfolio, my supply box. I slung the bag over my shoulder and left

  the portfolio and art supplies for later. The air was frigid, my bare hands raw and painful from just a few moments of exposure.




  Then I turned to face the house. For the first time I noticed that lights were burning inside—one upstairs in my old bedroom and one downstairs in the small living room. Outside, darkness

  had fallen completely and suddenly like a shroud. There was movement inside and I wasn’t in the least surprised. I wasn’t angry or afraid, though I should have been both.




  This was it. Rock bottom. The way I saw it, I could lie down, a pile of shattered bones, until I slowly bled out, fading into a blissful, delicious nothingness. Or I could pull myself up, one

  broken limb at a time, and fight my way back to Megan, to the life we were trying to build. The decision wasn’t as easy as you might think. When the darkness calls, it’s a siren

  song—magical, hypnotic, and nearly impossible to resist. You want to go. It’s so easy to do the wrong thing, the bad thing. All you have to do is give in.




  On the front step, I could smell her, that mingling of perfume and cigarette smoke and something else. A helix of fury and desire twisted in my belly as I pushed through the door. And she stood

  there, as wild and beautiful as she had always been—her hair a riot of white and gold and copper, her linen skin, her eyes the moonstone blue of terrible secrets. Priss. She took the

  stance of victory, legs apart, arms akimbo, a slight smile turning up the corners of her mouth. I almost laughed. I let the door slam behind me.




  “Hello, Priss.” My voice didn’t sound right. It sounded weak, had the tenor of defeat. She heard it. Of course she did. And her smile deepened.




  “Welcome home, asshole.”




  





  PART ONE




  There Was a Little Girl




  





  Chapter One




  It was the garbage truck that woke me. Rumbling, beeping down Lispenard Street. It crashed over the metal plate in the road, creating a mind-shatteringly loud concussive boom.

  And with my sudden, unwanted wakefulness came the waves of nausea, the blinding pain behind the eyes. I emerged jaggedly into the land of the living, rolled out of bed, and stumbled through my loft

  to the bathroom. Gripping the sink, I peered at myself in the mirror—three days since my last shave, my hair a wild dark tangle, blue shiners of fatigue, my skin pale as the porcelain bowl

  I’d soon be hugging. Not looking good.




  “Oh God,” I said.




  But the words barely escaped before the world tilted and I dove for the toilet, where the wretched contents of my belly exited with force, leaving only an acidic burn in my gullet.




  I slid down to the ground. On the blessedly cool tile floor, I tried to piece together the events of last night. But there was nothing, just a gaping hole in my memory. I should have been

  alarmed that I had absolutely no recall of the previous evening. You probably would have been, right? But, sadly, that was the normal state of things. I know what you’re thinking: What a

  loser.




  Loser. Weirdo. Queer. Douchebag. Freak. Shitbag. Fugly. Tool. And my personal favorite: Fatboy. Yes, I have been called all of these things in my life. I have been shunned, beaten, bullied. I

  have been ignored, tortured, teased, and taunted. My middle school and high school life were the typical misery of the misfit, though mine had an especially sharp edge because I was feared as well

  as hated. And so my punishments were brutal. I barely survived my adolescence. In fact, I barely survived my early childhood. I might not have survived either if it hadn’t been for Priss.




  Of course, it wasn’t just Priss who helped me through. My mother did love me, though it seems odd to say that now. I think that’s truly what saved me, what kept me from turning into

  a raving lunatic—though some people think I’m just that. My mom was the kind of mother who spent time; she wasn’t just going through the motions of caregiving. All those

  hours with her reading to me, drawing with me, doing puzzles, looking up the answers to my endless questions in big books in the library—they have stayed with me. They have formed me. She

  loved stories, and she made up endless tales on the fly—the monster who was afraid of cake, the fairy who couldn’t find her magic, the butterflies that carried children off to

  dreamland. And she was a painter, a deep and compelling artist.




  She gave those things to me, and that’s what I kept after she and my sister were gone. I took solace in those gifts in my bleakest moments. Everyone else forgot those things about her in

  the wake of her final deeds. But I never did. She only exists for me as she was in those times before my sister was born—when we were all happy and nothing ugly had leaked into our lives. And

  when I hadn’t yet met Priss, who would change everything for me. For good or bad, it’s impossible to say.




  Of course, I wasn’t thinking about any of that as I lifted myself off the floor and stumbled back to bed. The sun was high in the sky, too high for anyone my age to still be buried under

  the covers. Unpleasantly bright and sunny, the room was spinning and pitching like a carnival ride. I couldn’t have gotten up if I wanted to.




  Anyway I wasn’t Fatboy anymore. I shed all that extra weight before I came to New York City on an art scholarship. I started running, and later boxing at a crappy gym on Avenue D. I got a

  cool haircut and grew a goatee. When I look in the mirror today (okay, not today exactly), the angry, unhappy kid I used to be—he’s nowhere to be found. And the town where I

  grew up, that sad boy, that shitty life—I shed it like I did my old clothes that no longer fit, that hung off me like an old skin. I stuffed it all into a big plastic bag and shoved it down

  the trash chute. Good-bye. It was that easy. It really was. At least it was for me.




  Now, in some circles, I’m the shiznay. My graphic novel series, Fatboy and Priss, is what they call a cult hit—not a mainstream success, necessarily, but something

  that every geek and weirdo, every comic book and graphic novel freak in the country knows about. I live in a loft in Tribeca, which is also my studio. (Read: I’m rich, suckas! Okay,

  well, I rent. I’ll own when the movie deal comes through and my agent says that should be any time now.) I publish a book a year, which I write and illustrate. I’m working on a novel.

  There’s an option for film. At Comic Con, I’m mobbed. Oh, the geek boys, they love me. They stand in long, snaking lines with their carefully maintained copies of my graphic novels,

  waiting for my signature.




  Of course, it’s not me that they care about, or even Fatboy. It’s Priss. She is every boy’s wet dream—with her wild hair and huge breasts, her impossibly narrow waist and

  her long, shapely legs. How my hands love drawing her, how I love putting the blue in her eyes, sketching the valentine curve of her ass. Priss loves Fatboy in spite of his many flaws. And she

  kicks ass, while Fatboy is a wuss, sensitive and artistic but weak. Priss is a powerhouse—she fears nothing and her wrath is a force to be reckoned with. No one messes with Fatboy, or they

  answer to her. It’s Fatboy and Priss against the world.




  Is she real? Is there a real Priss? they want to know.




  Of course, I tell them.




  Where is she, dude?




  It’s a secret, I say. And they don’t know if I’m messing with them or not, but they laugh, give me a knowing wink. Even though they know nothing. Priss is a mystery.

  Even I can’t quite figure her out.




  On that day, the day I met Megan, I hadn’t seen Priss in a while. Priss and I had been slowly drifting apart—spending less time together, getting into less trouble. You know how it

  is with your childhood friends. You reach an awkward point in your relationship where you’ve gone in different directions or are starting to. You start to judge each other maybe, agree less,

  and bicker more. Priss still wanted to raise hell, get drunk or high, get wild. But I had responsibilities, deadlines, meetings.




  Still, I looked at her face every day on my drawing table. It was an intimate relationship, my hands always on her, my mind always on her—but that was just on paper, the version of her

  that lived and breathed within the panels of my books. For Fatboy, she was lover, avenger, and friend. Once upon a time she was all those things for me as well. Somehow, somewhere along the line,

  for me the real Priss and the one on the page had kind of morphed into one.




  The truth was that the more I had of her in ink, the less I wanted or needed her in life. I was okay with that, because my relationship with Priss has always been

  complicated—really complicated—and not always pretty. Like everything in life, she was easier to deal with on the page.




  “You don’t own me,” she said during one of our last conversation-slash-arguments. “Just because you put me in these neat little boxes, have me saying and doing what you

  want, you think you do. But that’s not me.”




  “I know that,” I told her.




  “Do you?”




  I think what I liked about Megan, the first of many things I liked, was that she was nothing at all like Priss. And I mean nothing—not physically, not energetically.

  Megan was the good girl, the nice one, the one you took home to your parents. Well, not my parents. My father is dead, and my mother, Miriam, is, shall we say, indisposed. But one’s

  parents. She was the woman who would take care of your children, take care of you. There aren’t many of them, these types of girls. When you see one, you better be smart enough to recognize

  her. Lucky for me, I was.




  By four o’clock, my blinding, take-me-to-the-emergency-room hangover was starting to abate. In the sundry bargains I’d made with God that day, I’d sworn off booze, pot, blowing

  deadlines, and being mean to people who didn’t deserve it. I’d done penance on the marble floor of my extraordinary bathroom, clinging to its cool, white surfaces, moaning. I’d

  made Technicolor offerings to my low-flow toilet. And a wobbly redemption was mine. The pain, the nausea, the misery had faded, and my body was looking for nourishment of the greasiest kind.




  The late afternoon light was still impossibly bright, the traffic noise deafening, as I went uptown for the only thing that could save me: a burger, fries, and malt from the Shake Shack in

  Madison Square Park. I waited on the eternal line, bleary and tilting, and finally made my way to the park bench near the playground to eat.




  I liked watching them, those children of privilege, those New York City angels who see their high-powered parents for approximately three hours a day. They are coiffed and impeccably dressed,

  already wearing the blank expression of entitlement and neglect. They are tended to by nannies of various shapes and colors who always seem mindful that the children are, at once, their charges and

  their employers. An odd line to walk, I always thought. How terrible for all of them. Children don’t want power; they can’t handle it. And while I watched this frightful dynamic play

  out on little stages throughout the park—a tantrum on the jungle gym, a struggle over swings, a child weeping on the slide while her nanny chatted with another nanny, back turned,

  oblivious—I saw Megan.




  She was not the kind of girl I’d usually notice. Typical of the Fatboy turned fairly-decent-looking-moderately-successful guy, my tastes ran to the cheap and flashy. I liked a blonde, one

  who wasn’t afraid to show a little skin, wear leather and denim, sport heels high and spiky, painted nails, glossy lips. You know, strippers. Other than Priss, I’d never really had a

  woman in my life, not a relationship per se. And Priss didn’t really count, for all sorts of reasons.




  Megan’s glossy brown hair was struggling free of its stubby ponytail as she wiped the nose of a tow-headed boy. She had a scrubbed-clean look to her, not a drop of makeup. Her black ballet

  flats were scuffed and worn. Her jeans had dirt on the knees. And yet a kind of innocent, peaceful beauty lit up her features.




  “Are you okay?” she said to the little boy, who was crying in a soft, not-too-bratty way. And her voice was so gentle, so full of caring that it lifted me out of myself. I

  don’t think anyone other than my mother had ever talked to me so sweetly. I longed to be that little boy in her care. No, I wanted to tell her. I’m not okay. Can you help

  me?




  “Want to go home and get cozy?” she asked the little boy. “Are you tired?”




  “Yeah,” he said, looking up at her with big eyes. Milking it. And I knew just how he felt. It’s so nice—and so very rare—when someone understands how you feel.




  “Your mom will be home soon,” she said. “We need to get dinner ready anyway.”




  I watched her gather up his little backpack and put him in his stroller. Her face, somehow pale and bright, somehow sweet and smart, somehow kind and strong, was the prettiest face I’d

  ever seen. But of course there was something else there, too. It wasn’t all light. Wasn’t there also a bit of shadow? A dark dancer moving beneath the surface? Yes, there was just a

  shade of something sad.




  I started thinking about how to draw her, how I’d capture all the things I saw in just those few moments that our lives intersected. Faces are so hard because they are more than lines and

  shadows. They are about light, but a light that comes from inside and shines out.




  So badly did I want to see her face again that—I am embarrassed to say—I followed her up Park Avenue South to a Murray Hill brownstone. I watched from the corner as she took the

  little boy out of his stroller, folded it up, and carried them both inside. The light was dim by then; it had turned to evening, the wintery afternoon gold fading to milky gray.




  The artist wants to capture everything beautiful and make it his own. There is such a hunger for that. I went home and tried to draw her that night. But I couldn’t get her; she eluded me.

  And so I had to chase.




  They went to the park every day. And every day I was there, unbeknownst to them, finding a perch outside the playground that was close enough to watch her and just far away not to arouse any

  suspicion. Because that’s what people love: a weird-looking single guy with no kids lingering around a park where children are playing.




  But on the third day, she saw me. I saw her see me. She looked at the boy—his name was Toby. Then she said something to another young woman, a gorgeous supermodel of a nanny with

  café au lait skin and dark kinky hair beneath a red kerchief. That other one had a stare like a cattle prod and she turned it on me. Men had writhed in agony beneath that stare; I was

  certain of it. They’d liked it a little, too, I bet.




  Then I was getting up and walking away, trying not to look like a caught stalker running for my life. I heard the clang of the playground gate, and her voice slicing over the traffic noise, the

  kids yelling, laughing, a siren fading down Broadway:




  “Hey,” she called. “Hey! Excuse me!”




  I thought about running; I really did. But imagine what a freak, a coward I would have been if I did that. I could never go back. I’d never see her again. And I was still trying to get her

  face right. All that light, and that subtle shadow, too—was it worry, anxiety, maybe even a tendency toward depression? I still didn’t have her on the page. So I stopped and turned

  around.




  She was scared and mad, her eyebrows arched, her mouth pulled tight. All the other nannies were watching us from the playground fence, moving close together, staring like an angry line of

  lionesses against the hyena eyeing their adopted cubs.




  “Hey,” she said. “Are you following us?”




  “Uh,” I said. I looked up at the sky, then down at the silver-green-purple pigeon strutting near my foot. He cooed, mocking me. “No. No. Of course not.”




  She did a funny thing with her body. She wasn’t quite squared off with me; she tilted herself away, ready to run if she needed to, back to the safety of the playground. “This is the

  third day I’ve seen you here.”




  I held up the Shake Shack bag, offered a little shrug. I didn’t have to try to look sheepish and embarrassed. I was.




  “I eat here on my break,” I said. “I’m sorry.”




  “Oh,” she said. She deflated a little, drew in a deep breath. “Oh. Okay.”




  Woop, Woop, said the police car on Madison, trying to push its way through traffic. Woop.




  Was she going to apologize? I wondered. If I were writing her, what would I have her do? I’d like to get that little wiggle in her eyebrows, that tightness of uncertainty around her eyes,

  the just-barely-there embarrassed smile. It’s all those little muscles under the skin; they dance in response to limbic impulses we can’t control. It’s their subtle shifting and

  moving that make expression.




  “It’s just something you have to look out for, you know?” she said. She looked back at the playground and gave a little wave. The tension dissipated, the line blurring, the

  nannies began talking among themselves. “When you watch kids at the playground. Especially here in the city.”




  I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “I get it. No worries.”




  “Okay.”




  Nope. She wasn’t going to say she was sorry. Because she didn’t believe me. She knew I wasn’t there on my break. But she also knew I wasn’t stalking the kids. She started

  moving back toward the playground. I saw Toby looking at her through the fence.




  “Meggie,” he called. “What’s wrong?”




  “I’m okay, Toby,” she said. “Go play. I’m watching you.”




  She started moving away, going back to him. I didn’t want her to.




  “I saw you a couple of days ago,” I admitted. It just kind of came out.




  She turned back, and I came a step closer. She didn’t back up. I looked up at the sky again, the bare branches, the little brown birds watching us. “I think you’re the

  prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. I’ve been looking for a chance to talk to you.”




  I’ve never been much good at anything but total honesty. Sometimes it works for you. Then I saw it: a brief, reluctant smile. And I knew I wasn’t sunk—yet. I tried to remember

  that I wasn’t the loser kid on the school playground. I wasn’t Fatboy anymore. I was okay to look at; I had money. She could like me. Why not?




  “Really,” she said flatly. She looked down at her outfit, another winner—faded jeans, a stained white button-down, a puffy parka with a fur-lined hood, scuffed Ugg boots. She

  gave me a half-amused, half-flattered look.




  “Really,” I said.




  I could see her scanning through a list of replies. Finally: “That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”




  I was sure that wasn’t true. She looked like the kind of girl to whom people said nice things all the time.




  “There’s more where that came from,” I said. I went for a kind of faux-smarmy thing. And this time she smiled for real.




  “Meeegaaaan,” called Toby, whiny, annoyed.




  She backed away again toward the playground, blushing in a really sweet way.




  “Want to get a coffee?” I asked.




  “Uh,” she said. “I don’t know. This is weird.”




  I waited, still thinking to myself: I’m okay. Chicks dig me. I get laid with some frequency. I don’t always pay for it. I’m not a stalker.




  “When?” she asked, still moving backward.




  “Tonight,” I said. “What time do you get off?”




  I couldn’t let her go without making her agree to see me again. I knew what would happen if she had too much time to think about it. Because I could already tell what kind of girl she

  was.




  She came from money; she had nice, concerned parents probably living somewhere close by. How did I know this? There’s a way a woman carries herself, a shine, an inner cleanliness, when she

  comes from love and privilege. It takes a certain amount of confidence to walk around Manhattan looking like a bit of a mess. She was pretty, probably smoking hot underneath those baggy clothes.

  She could have shown it off like every other beautiful girl in the city. But she didn’t need to; she didn’t care who was looking. And you don’t feel that way, not ever, unless

  your parents told you and showed you how special you are. That’s how I knew.




  If she had too much time to think about me, about our encounter, if she told her best friend, her employer, or God forbid her mom, they’d talk her out of seeing me again. Maybe tomorrow

  she’d decide it was better to go to another park for a while.




  “Seven,” she said. “I get off at seven.”




  “Meet me here at seven, then. Seven fifteen.”




  “Maybe,” she said. She moved an errant strand of hair away from her eyes. “I don’t know.”




  “I’ll wait.”




  “I don’t know,” she said again. And that time it sounded more like a no.




  She was gone then, disappeared behind the playground gate. And I turned around, leaving quickly. I knew as I walked downtown that if she didn’t come back at seven that night, I might not

  see her again.




  “Why did you come back?” I would ask her much later.




  “Because I felt sorry for you,” she said. She gave me a kind of sympathetic smile, a light touch to the face. “You looked like a person who needed something.”




  “I was needy? That’s why you came back—not because I was hot or charming or magnetic? Not because you wanted me?”




  “No. Sorry.” Then that laugh, a little-girl giggle that always made me laugh, too.




  “I did need something,” I said. I ran my hand along the swell of her naked hip. “I needed you. I needed this life.”




  “Aw,” she said. “And I came back because you were sweet. I could see that you were really, really sweet.”




  But I didn’t make it back to the park that night at seven. Guess why.




  Priss.




  





  Chapter Two




  I’m not saying I didn’t love my baby sister. I loved her as much as any ten-year-old could love a crying, clinging, alien little monkey who was always on

  my mom, who wouldn’t let anyone sleep, and who drew all the attention formerly showered on me.




  Let’s face it; she was annoying. She stayed home while I had to go to school. Family members, neighbors, friends all dropped by with gifts for the Baby—and P.S.,

  none for me. The Baby slept in bed next to my mother, where I hadn’t been welcome in years. Still there was something cute about little Ella—her little fingers that clung to

  mine, her gooey, toothless smile, that little leg-kicking thing that babies do. I liked looking at her—when she wasn’t bawling.




  She’s your responsibility, too, my mom told me. She’ll love you so much, adore you if you’re nice to her.




  What does “adore” mean?




  It means she’ll love you forever.




  I liked the sound of that. But my mom and the Baby seemed like a closed circle, with eyes only for each other. My mom was always looking at her with this blissed-out smile, and the Baby was

  always looking for her, even when my dad or I was holding her. Even when my mom was hugging me, or reading to me, the Baby was right there. I knew it was wrong to be angry and jealous, so I kept it

  inside. But my dad saw it, thought it was funny, a reason to tease me.




  “Now you know how I felt when you came along,” he said. “Sucks, doesn’t it?”




  It did suck. It really did. As a grown-up, I know that those feelings are normal. Every little kid with a new sibling has them. Plus, there was a big gap in our ages; I was way too used to being

  the center of my mom’s universe. Ella was a “happy surprise,” my mother said. They’d tried for years to have another child and finally gave up.




  And then we got our little miracle, later than expected but still wonderful! Right, Ian?




  Yeah, right, Mom.




  I had dark thoughts about my little sister, ill wishes that shame me even now. And I had them until I realized that Ella needed me.




  I came home from school one midwinter day and the house was dark. My mom wasn’t in the kitchen; there was nothing cooking on the stove. This was weird, because my mom was always in the

  kitchen, and all the lights were always on, and there was always music playing on the stereo. But all I could hear when I walked in was my sister crying. I followed the sound and found my way to

  her nursery. She was red-faced and writhing; her wet diaper had seeped through to the sheets beneath her.




  When she saw me she gave a couple of hard sniffles, some ragged breaths, then stopped crying. I lowered the side of the crib the way my mom had showed me, and I lifted her out. She was maybe two

  months old.




  “It’s okay,” I told her. She was stinky, and I turned my face away from her. I laid her down on the changing table and unbuttoned her little onesie, took off her wet

  diaper.




  “Ew, Ella,” I said. “Gross.”




  She was watching me with her intense dark-eyed baby stare.




  “I’ll clean you up,” I told her. “Don’t worry.”




  I remember thinking that it wasn’t as gross as I’d expected. I’d watched my mom change her a hundred times, so I kind of knew what to do. I held her legs and wiped her bottom,

  got a clean diaper from the drawer, and put it on her. I was just a kid; I’m sure I made a mess of it. But I was super proud of myself. Ella was kicking her legs and cooing by the time I was

  done. I picked her up and carried her to my parents’ bedroom. My mom was just a lump underneath the covers.




  “Mom,” I said.




  “Get her away from me,” she said. The words were thick and flat, and I remember a kind of sickness in my belly at the sound of it. I had never heard her say anything like that

  before.




  “She was wet,” I said.




  “Take her downstairs,” she said. “I’m so tired. I haven’t slept in days.”




  I stood waiting. Who was this woman in the bed? Not my mom, not the baker of cookies, singer of songs, LEGO builder, crayon artist, cartoon watcher. She was some wraith, dark and shrunken in her

  bed.




  “Go, Ian,” she said. “Please.”




  So I took Ella and we went downstairs. I was way too young to be taking care of a two-month-old baby. But I knew enough to support the head, watch out for the soft spot. There was a bottle of

  formula in the fridge. I couldn’t reach the microwave and I wasn’t allowed to use the stove. So I ran it under warm water the way I’d seen my mom do, leaving poor Ella on the

  floor, where the cat sniffed at her and she made soft noises.




  Then I picked her up and fed her. She drank that bottle as if she hadn’t eaten all day, and maybe she hadn’t. I called my neighbor after that, and said my mom wasn’t feeling

  well. And then Mrs. Carter came over and I watched television, forgetting really everything that had passed that afternoon.




  Kids don’t think about anything but themselves most of the time—so I wasn’t that concerned about why my mom was in bed and not taking care of Ella. But I do remember that I

  started to love my sister that day. And I knew that Mom was right; if I was nice to Ella, she’d adore me. She’d love me forever. Turns out we wouldn’t have that long.




  Honestly, I tried not to think about my sister much. Or my mother. I have been guilty of doing what it takes to bury most of my memories and feelings related to both of them.

  I’m not especially creative when it comes to that—from junk food to booze to drugs, there are few poisons with which I haven’t experimented. I’ve found a million ways to

  keep the demons in a comfortable, quiet stupor, lazing around on my inner couches.




  But I wasn’t a total mess at the point of my life when I met Megan. I still drank too much—but what thirty-year-old single Manhattanite didn’t? Maybe not everyone

  drinks until they black out, or wakes up with big black gaps in his memory of the evening before, nameless women in his bed, or finds himself in a stranger’s apartment in the Bronx. But

  whatever. I wasn’t doing drugs the way I used to with Priss—there weren’t as many bar fights, disorderly conduct citations, etc. I wasn’t as often finding myself in the

  company of questionable people, doing things I’d later regret. At least that’s what I told myself at the time.




  Looking back, though, I can see that I was either working, or drunk, or high or hung over most of the time and that kept most of my inner ugliness at bay. I wasn’t doing much thinking

  about anything too deep. I was in a comfortable, if toxic, stasis. I might have stayed there forever. But Megan was about to shake things up big-time.




  After talking to Megan in the park, I hustled back to my loft to take a shower and make myself pretty for my date. I was excited—giddy even. I felt a lightness that I

  hadn’t felt in a long, long time. I was Tony in West Side Story: something was coming, something big. This was the moment on which my whole life would pivot and I could feel the

  electricity building. So it was something of a gut punch to find Priss sitting on the steps that led up to my apartment building.




  “Hey, stranger,” she said.




  “Hey,” I said. I tried to shoot her a smile, but it felt fake and I wondered if she could tell that I wasn’t that happy to see her. “What’s up?”




  “It’s been a while,” she said. She turned a strand of that wild red hair around her finger. There was no way to capture all those shades of color—white and copper and

  gold. I had never gotten it quite right, mainly because it always seemed to be changing.




  “It has,” I said. I came to stand beneath her and she looked down at me, resting her hand on the metal railings. A woman walked by and glanced at us strangely.




  “What are you looking at?” Priss called. She was like that, always causing trouble, reacting to the slightest thing. When I was with her, I tended to be the same way. I followed the

  woman with my eyes, embarrassed. But she just shuttled on down the street like a good New Yorker, never looked back.




  I walked up the stairs and stood by the door. I pulled my phone from my pocket and looked at the time. It was almost five o’clock.




  “Did you get your work done today?” she asked.




  “Some,” I lied. I’d been drawing pictures of Megan all day. I had a deadline looming but it wasn’t close enough to motivate me. I’m an eleventh-hour kind of guy;

  pressure is my friend.




  She nodded, unconvinced. She knew me better than anyone did, better than I knew myself. And that wasn’t always a good thing.




  We stood there in a bit of a standoff. The sky was growing dark, and the black-gray gloaming seemed heavy with the portent of snow. The wind danced a plastic bodega bag down the street, it

  lofted and whispered and I found myself watching it. It was graceful, a twist of light and shadows, a spiral of ghostly movement. There is beauty in almost every ordinary thing. If Priss

  hadn’t been there, I’d have pulled my camera from my pocket and chased it down the street, taking video. Then I’d have gone home and studied how it moved, how the light shifted

  and changed to communicate movement to my eye. I might have tried to sketch it into a few panels, tell a story about it. Who had been carrying it? What had it held? Why had it been discarded?

  Stories are everywhere if you’re looking for them.




  “Earth to Ian,” she said. Her tone had a sharp edge that made me jump a little. “Are we going in?”




  “Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”




  I let us in and we walked down the long concrete-and-marble lobby, past the alcove of mailboxes, toward the hammered-metal elevator door. I stared at my lumpy and distorted reflection. All my

  giddiness had faded. The fatigue I always felt around Priss started to pull at my shoulders and the lids of my eyes. She ran a long slender hand through her hair, shaking it a little like a

  mane.




  She was talking, but I wasn’t listening. Instead, I was just watching the way her lips moved around her words, how the candy-pink flesh puckered. I was noticing how her tongue darted out

  to moisten her lips, how she thrust her right hip out and dug her hands into her pockets. I’d spent many years observing Priss and putting her on the page, but I still wasn’t sure I had

  her. She defied capture like any wild thing.




  Up in the loft, she disappeared into my bedroom and came back out with the treasure box. It was a small black suitcase on rollers where I kept my weed and all my sundry illegal paraphernalia. We

  started calling it the treasure box back in the days when I was high all the time—not just weed, but pills and occasionally blow. I stopped short of things like heroin and crack. But not

  Priss. She’d do anything.




  “I don’t want to get high,” I said. I made myself busy in the kitchen, taking dishes from the sink and putting them in the dishwasher when normally they would have just sat

  there until the maid came. “I have plans.”




  I took a coconut water from the stupidly big Sub-Zero and focused on opening it and pouring the cloudy liquid into a glass.




  I heard the hiss and snap of the lighter, the sharp intake of her breath. Then the scent of the weed hit me—sweet and sleepy, warm and earthy. I could imagine the green twisting line of

  smoke hooking me under the nose like a ghost finger and pulling me toward the couch.




  “Oh, really,” said Priss. She locked me in that icy blue stare. “You have plans?”




  That’s the last thing I remember clearly. I vaguely recall sinking into the couch. Just one hit, I thought. It’ll relax me. I won’t be such a spaz when I meet up with Megan. It

  was that killer weed from Hawaii that my publicist had given me. Don’t smoke it if you have anything you want to do that day. It’ll bake you completely, she’d warned. I

  remember Priss, her breath on my neck, her hands down my pants.




  Priss, come on. Don’t do this to me.




  And then, somehow, it was eleven o’clock. The apartment was completely dark except for the television, which was tuned to TCM and Grace Kelly was kissing Jimmy Stewart. And I awoke to the

  kind of wistfulness I always feel when watching old films, something about a lost beauty, a simplicity to story and character that was never coming back. And then it hit me that I’d stood

  Megan up, that Priss was gone. The joint had been smoked down to a roach, and it lay cold on the table, surrounded by ash.




  





  Chapter Three




  “I screwed up. I am really sorry.”




  Really. If I had a nickel for every time I’d said those words. But Megan didn’t care what I had to say. She was pretending I was invisible. She didn’t look at me as she walked

  by, big backpack slung over her shoulder, earbuds in, gaze to the sidewalk. It was my third day waiting outside the brownstone for her to get off work. I know: stalker. Finally, she turned around

  at the corner, stopping me in my tracks with a cold, angry stare.




  “If I see you out here again, I am going to call the police,” she said. She looked around, but everyone on the street just kept walking, staring at screens, listening to music. New

  York can be such a lonely, deserted place, even in a crowd.




  She glanced back at me, exasperated. “I mean, who does things like this?”




  “I just wanted to explain,” I said. I kept my distance. I wasn’t trying to scare her. I couldn’t believe how badly I had screwed up; I hated what she must have thought of

  me. I wanted to fix it. Somehow, I had to fix it.




  “Okay, fine,” she said. “Explain.”




  I really wanted to lie, tell her I got hit by a car or rescued a kid from a burning building. But I stammered over the truth. Told her that I had a friend, a lifelong friend, and whenever she

  was around bad things happened. I told her that we got high and I passed out. When I was done, Megan just looked at me, mouth open in awe, eyes wide.




  “Did you just tell me that you stood me up because you got high with another girl?” she asked. “This is what you’ve stalked me for three days to tell

  me?”




  She was incredulous, disappointed, but I could tell that she was also a little amused. Something glittered in those dark eyes. She wasn’t a prude. She knew about life and what a mess it

  could be.




  “Well, it’s more complicated than that.”




  “How is it more complicated?”




  “I can explain that, too,” I told her. “But it’s a longer story.”




  She shook her head, looked at the sky above her. When she looked back at me, she didn’t seem as angry.




  “I don’t even know your name,” she said.




  “It’s Ian. Ian Paine.”




  She blinked, as though she might have recognized my name. She looked just geeky enough to know about my books. Especially tonight when she was wearing thick-framed, tortoiseshell glasses. I

  loved that look, the pretty girl hiding behind a dorky façade. I found myself wondering about her underpants. Were they plain cotton bikinis? No, I was betting that they were a little sexy .

  . . a bright color, maybe some lace.




  “Well, Ian Paine,” she said. “You’re an asshole.”




  She started to walk away but I moved after her. I put a very gentle hand on her arm. She spun back toward me, looking a little afraid. I released her, feeling ashamed that I had touched her. It

  was a breach of her very clear boundaries. I took a step back.




  “You’re right,” I said when she didn’t race off. “But not totally. I am not a total asshole, in spite of all evidence to the contrary. I am not that guy. I

  am not the guy who meets you in a park, begs you for a date, and then stands you up.”




  “But you are,” she said. She couldn’t keep the sadness out of her voice. “You are precisely that guy. But the joke’s on me. I actually

  showed up. I even waited awhile. So what does that make me—desperate? Sad? Just really, really dumb?”




  I lifted my palms in a gesture of surrender, supplication, then I put them to my chest in prayer hands. Which I hate. I hate people who do that.




  “If you give me one more chance,” I said, “I swear I will never let you down again.”




  It started to snow right at that second, and the lights on the cars around us seemed to glow brighter, and there was a crescendo of street noise. It was such a New York moment, so gritty and

  lovely, so discordant and musical all at once. We stood there looking at each other, and we both knew. Our lives were supposed to intertwine right then; we were supposed to wrap around each other,

  if not forever, then for a time. It was critical, unavoidable. Or maybe it was just me. There was something about her, something good and clean and smart. And I needed all of that in my bad, dirty,

  stupid life.




  “There’s a place on Madison,” she said. “Let’s go right now. We’ll have a coffee. And if after that I still think you’re an asshole, I’ll tell you

  so. And then you’ll leave me alone, like, forever.”




  I lifted my palms again. “It’s a deal.”




  I started talking as we walked toward the coffee shop.




  I grew up in a town called The Hollows. It’s about a hundred miles from New York City, but it might as well be another planet. It is its own floating orb, a complete

  system. Plenty of people in The Hollows have never left town, and they’re happy about it. Both my parents were raised there. They each left to go to college, but for different reasons found

  their way back. Because, you see, The Hollows has a sucking vortex. You might try to leave. It might even let you go for a time, but eventually it forces you to return.




  My mother went home because she couldn’t get a job right away after college. She had to move in with her parents. She tried to write a novel and get a job as a journalist at a

  newspaper—any paper, anywhere in the country.




  Eventually, she found work at The Hollows Gazette. It was supposed to be a placeholder job, something to do until she got the job she wanted at a place like the New York Times,

  the Chicago Tribune, or the San Francisco Chronicle. This was back when people still wanted to work at a newspaper, of course. She was good, too. She had a journalism degree from

  Columbia University. She could have worked anywhere, done anything. I’m not sure why it never happened for her.




  I made the mistake of coming back here, my mom said to me once, not too long ago. Maybe this place doesn’t let you leave twice.




  While she was job-hunting, my mom met my father, Nick Paine, at Jake’s Pub, the local bar—I know, how romantic. They fell in love, got married a year later. Was he the right man?

  Was he what I had hoped for? Maybe what I liked about him was that he was there. He wasn’t another dream that might or might not come true.




  And to hear my mother tell it, a kind of inertia settled over them: they inherited the house after my paternal grandfather passed. My father was growing a contracting business: No Paine

  Construction. (Get it? Clever, right?) Then, the next thing she knew, my mom was pregnant with me. And that’s pretty much it. Once you’re a mom, once you’re in love with your

  kid, you don’t have as much ambition for other things. At least I didn’t. But she wasn’t bitter about it. I have always known my mother loved me. I was enough for her; I

  never thought otherwise. You’ll think this is weird later, when you know more. But it’s true.




  And so I grew up in the house where my father grew up. It wasn’t the very same house. My parents gutted the old place and remodeled it in 1980. But it was the same foundation, the same

  frame, the same twenty-acre tract of land. Some people think that’s cool. I’m not one of them.




  There was another structure on the property, too, an old cabin that sat out by the creek. I found it when I was out exploring. I was happy that afternoon, giddy with my newfound personal

  freedom. I hadn’t been allowed out on my own before. But when my sister came along, some of the restrictions formerly placed on me suddenly lifted. My father was in charge of me more and

  more, and he wasn’t one to sit down and read or play games or paint out in the garage. Go out and play. That was his parenting philosophy. Find something to do with

  yourself.




  At first I hung around the yard and rode my bike up and down the long drive. I remember not understanding what he’d meant by “finding something to do with myself.” My mother

  had always had some idea, an activity or craft. Or I’d spend hours poring over my comic books. But Dad wanted me to go outside; he didn’t think reading for hours alone in your room was

  a good thing. You need some exercise, kid. Get out of your head. He wasn’t bookish—he was about building things and sports and exploring. He didn’t get my proclivity for

  art and story. He didn’t get me.




  So, at first I just drew on the walkway with big chalk—monsters and superheroes, men with guns, buildings on fire, and other images from the comic books that were my obsession. I played

  fetch with our dog, Butch, a tiny little Yorkie who had also suddenly found himself off Mom’s lap.




  And then one day, those woods just started talking to me. My mom was sitting on the porch nursing Ella, the dog at her feet. She got up and went inside, and the leaves in the trees started

  whispering. I was weeding the garden for her, a task I actually enjoyed for some reason. That was the first time I heard what I would later come to think of as the Whispers.




  At first I thought it was the sound of voices out in the woods, light and airy, a crowd of kids playing. Then it just sounded like the wind rustling in the leaves. Then it was the echo of

  laughter, bright and magnetic. The sound pulled me to my feet and I walked to the edge of the woods. The trees—oak, sycamore, birch—were tall, their lush tops creating a thick canopy

  that cast the woods into semidarkness. I stood there listening, felt a smile creep over my face. I looked back at the house, and it seemed empty. Lonely. My mom hadn’t returned to the porch.

  Only Butch stood there looking at me, his tail wagging uncertainly. He gave an uneasy bark, did a little shuffle with his feet.




  And I just moved into the trees, the golden sun streaming through breaks in the canopy, and I walked and walked—jumping over puddles, turning rocks with a big stick, watching birds on the

  branches and squirrels scurrying up trunks. I had never been in the woods without my mother, and I felt grown up and brave. The Whispers had grown quiet and I had forgotten all about the sounds

  that had lured me.
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