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    Dedication




    To my darling elltea.


    How could I have known when I began writing


    that this story would be for you?


    Wherever you are in the universe,


    I hope the people in charge know you’re pretty great.


  




  

    One




    Awakened




    I CAN’T SEE. I CAN’T MOVE. I’m less alarmed by this than you’d think. My arms are pinned to my sides. Slowly I realize I’m wrapped tightly in some sort of shroud. I try to raise my arms. The fabric is old, decaying. After an initial resistance, it tears easily, like ripping through cobwebs. The scraps of fabric fall away with only a whisper of protest, and despite the fading day, I’m squinting, my eyes unaccustomed to the light. How long have I been asleep?




    It’s an oddly familiar place, overgrown with briars but still somehow recognizable. I can’t remember the last time I was here. It’s all Spanish moss and vines and crumbling stonework. When have I been here? Who was I? It was something important. I can almost remember, the memories murky shadows in my subconscious.




    You can tell this place used to be majestic. Perhaps hundreds of years ago it might have been the center of an advanced civilization. Now though, it’s wild and overgrown. Savage. Still, it’s impressive in its own way, beauty in its rawest form.




    I stretch my arms above my head and walk in a slow circle, taking in my surroundings as I step over the cloth scraps that once held me prisoner. I’m standing on what must have been a courtyard, tiles of thick granite with grass and weeds now growing through the cracks. Nature always reclaims what we’ve built with our hands.




    I step off the edge of the granite slabs onto the hilltop. The grass beneath my bare feet is damp and soft, and the air smells sweet. The wind kicks up, whipping my long brown hair across my face, and I reach up to tuck the errant strands behind my ears.




    I have the strangest feeling that I’ve returned home.
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    “…shortly after takeoff from Chicago O’Hare. There were no survivors. Investigators continue to search Lake Michigan for the aircraft’s black box recorders. Wintry weather conditions are likely to have been a factor in the crash —”




    I’m jolted from unconsciousness by NPR. The news report washes over me like an incoming tide, covering me with a general feeling of dread. Even under ideal circumstances, that is, when I coldly comfort myself with the statistically proven safety of air travel with my feet solidly and safely on the earth, I have an almost disabling fear of flying. I’ve tried everything: books, meditation, hypnotherapy, regular therapy, biofeedback, expensive courses taught by entrepreneurial exiles from the airline industry, and still the only thing that gets me on a plane is the trusty anti-anxiety medication prescribed by my doctor. It relaxes me just enough so that I can make it through the jet bridge on wobbly legs and take my seat, but even so, every second inside the titanium coffin is a kind of agony. I’ll sit in my narrow seat, fists clenched, seatbelt secured so tightly that if the plane stopped suddenly, I’d probably bisect myself. I’ll sit in my tense ball, wondering if this will be my last moment on the earth. Or maybe this. Or the next. And on and on until the wheels touch ground at my final destination. Final destination. Even the term for the endpoint of the journey has a terrifying ring to it.




    When I fly, I always find myself thinking of that line from Julius Caesar, “Cowards die many times before their deaths; The valiant never taste of death but once.”




    I have died many, many deaths.




    So whenever there is a plane crash, I obsess over the details. Have I ever flown that route? That carrier? Is there significance in the flight number? Can that have been me? I read every article, pore over the news photos on my computer screen, and slowly break out into a cold, clammy sweat. Sometimes I make myself so sick and lightheaded that I have to stop what I’m doing and sit with my head between my knees. The blood will rush to my head and pound in my ears. I pick apart the details of every crash, as if somehow by knowing everything about it, I’ll be protected from suffering the same fate.




    No, it doesn’t make sense to me, either.




    It seems my semi-conscious self, at least, is more protective of my mental health. My arm, practically of its own volition, swings out and smashes the snooze button before I can hear more details. It also knocks a book off my nightstand, and the ensuing clatter startles me into full wakefulness. I sit up and rub my eyes. For some reason I feel like extending my arms by my sides, as if I am stretching out wings. The movement feels familiar and important, so I do it again slowly, my fingers swollen from sleep.




    My perception still fuzzy, I vaguely recall listening to something important before I woke up. What was it? I close my eyes and try to remember, and then it comes to me: There was another plane crash. I’d normally feel tempted to fire up my laptop and get on the news sites, but something stops me. I’m immediately distracted by my morning routine. Cereal. Make lunch. Pack your bag.




    There’ll be time later to Google to the brink of a panic attack.




    I sit with a bowl of Cheerios and gaze out at the colorless day. I’ve been living in Boston a long, long time, and I feel far away from my family and old friends, on the opposite coast of the country. I came here for college, stayed on for grad school, and I guess I never made my way back home.




    Being afraid to be on a plane for nearly seven hours might also have had something to do with it.




    I’m from a place in California called Poppy Beach. It’s a tiny town about four hours north of San Francisco by car. If you’ve never heard of it, it’s probably because it’s on the so-called Lost Coast, a stretch of California’s coast so rocky and treacherous that no one ever bothered building any major highways near it. Sometimes I wonder if the Lost Coast is so geographically isolated from everything else that we’ve evolved into entirely different species of people, like we’re the duck-billed platypuses of the United States. The only people who used to live in Poppy Beach were the people whose families had always lived here—lifers, we call ourselves. We would have stayed that way, isolated and insular, except that in the seventies, an eccentric billionaire (is there any other kind?) named Théophile Butler invested a lot of money in the town, built a golf course and a luxury hotel and a country club, and put his name on it all. He would have renamed the town Butler Beach, but even his billions weren’t sufficient to convince the town officials to change the name, although they were happy enough to allow him to invest and develop the land as much as he wanted. He, however, liked the exclusivity that the remote location gave and purposely didn’t work to improve the roads into town from the main highway. He wanted to keep Poppy Beach his secret garden.




    Once the Butler Golf Course and Country Club were built, Butler and his friends invaded. The town residents were grateful for the steady flow of tourist money, but the socioeconomic divide between lifers and visitors was steep, about as ridiculous as in a John Hughes film with Molly Ringwald. After Butler died, though, Poppy Beach fell out of vogue, and the tourists who remained and eventually moved there permanently were the ones who fell in love with the unspoiled beauty and slower pace of the town. There’s still a big economic difference between the lifers and the newer residents, but it’s not as bad as it used to be, at least not from what my dad tells me.




    My dad, Pete Larch, is the kind of tall, handsome older guy you can tell was gangly and too angular as a kid. My friend Vivian says it’s like Kiefer Sutherland, how he was weird looking in his twenties and grew up hot. (I try not to think too much about how hot Vivian thinks my dad is.) My dad runs the Larch Bait and Tackle Shop, which has been in our family for four generations. When Butler and his entourage came to town, my grandfather expanded and added a convenience store, although he never changed the name to reflect that. Despite the loss of Poppy Beach’s richest clientele, the shop still does steady business. Enough to pay the bills, anyway, but not much extra. But that’s okay; we never needed all that much.




    I’ve got friends here in Boston, a good life, all things considered, but I miss the salt-tang of the air in Poppy Beach, my dad’s smile, the fit of my childhood bedroom’s ceramic doorknob in my hand. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night, feeling so strongly the distance between me and the place of my birth, like a hollowness in my stomach. I wonder if everyone feels this, like there’s an invisible string connecting each of us to the womb where we were made. Maybe you always feel the ghost of your umbilical cord the same way amputees feel the phantom of a missing limb.




    My high school classmates mostly stayed on the West Coast; if they left for college, they came back west to settle down. If they wake up in the middle of the night, their umbilical ghost has to stretch only a few dozen miles, a couple hundred at the most. I think mine stretches over three thousand.




    I put my bowl of cereal down on the kitchen table and draw my feet up to the seat. I lean my face against my knees for a few moments before starting my day in earnest. We’re having one of those crazy cold snaps, so I pull on tights, long underwear, and flannel-lined khakis. I consider wearing two sweaters but decide that would be overkill. My puffy winter coat will have to bear the brunt of the cold.




    There are still patches of untramped snow as I pick my way through the Fens to get to the E line. I have a thermos of canned chicken noodle soup, my sketchpad, and my notebook in my fraying backpack. Boston in February can be pretty desolate. You almost forget what it’s like to be warm, what it’s like not to have layers of sand and grit on your floor. The snow in the tread of your boots melts into puddles that evaporate and leave amorphous salt shapes that surely hold important messages if only you knew how to interpret them.




    February in particular always seems the worst. Even though December has the shortest days, February seems drearier, more bitterly cold. My knitted mittens do nothing to keep out the chill. The cold air makes my fingers feel like they are being bitten. In February, frostbite never seems more literally a possible affliction.




    I stamp my feet to keep my toes from going numb as I wait for the E train. I gaze down Huntington Avenue, looking for headlights of the little green trolley car. The E train is always late. I dream about moving away from the Green Line on days like today, to somewhere with a legitimate subway line. But then I wouldn’t live so close to the Museum of Fine Arts, and I wouldn’t be able to stroll home late at night in the summer, the smell of grilled sausages in the air, the lights from a nighttime game at Fenway Park making my neighborhood as bright as day. With my windows open, I can hear the crowd cheering.




    The E train finally arrives, already packed and steamy inside. I tap my Charlie Card against the reader and find a small corner to tuck myself into. I’ve been temping this week at a commercial real estate company. I rewrite contracts, get the coffee orders for meetings, and spend a lot of time staring at the cubicle walls, wishing I had real walls and maybe a window. My skin, already pale away from the West Coast sunshine, looks even more sallow and sickly under the fluorescent lights.




    My ears pop as the elevator zooms up to the sixteenth floor, and I’m reminded of the plane crash. If things are slow today, I’ll sit at my borrowed computer and do my usual obsessive examination of news stories. Fate is against me, though, because the office manager is waiting at my cubicle.




    “Agnes,” she says, frowning slightly, “Frannie can’t come in—she’s got the flu.” Frannie is the receptionist. “I know you’re supposed to cover Karen, but would you mind filling in for Frannie today?”




    What can I say? I cheerily assent and follow her to the receptionist’s desk. The company gets a lot of phone calls. A lot. The computer on Frannie’s desk is really just a fancy phone, a way to connect with the hundred or so extensions in the office. It’s not even connected to the Internet. I didn’t even think such things were possible in this day and age.




    The phones ring all day, and I’m sweating bullets trying to connect everyone. I hate asking people to repeat their names and who they’re trying to reach, but I’ve been here only four days so far, and I haven’t come close to knowing who everyone is. I can barely grasp what commercial real estate is. Before I know it, it’s five o’clock.




    It must have started snowing in the afternoon, because there are already several inches on the ground as I make my way home. I take the T to Hynes and walk from there. It’s a little farther, but I don’t cut through the Fens after dark. No matter how long I live here, I never feel safe, not the way I do in Poppy Beach. I know it’s such a cliché to say you come from a place where no one locks their doors, but it’s true. Poppy Beach is safe, and quiet, and I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as the shore with its dark, volcanic sand.




    I hope one day I’ll see it again.




    When I get home I start peeling off layers, stripping down to my long underwear. I make some pasta, changing into my pajamas while the water’s on to boil. I know it’s Friday, and most people in my demographic are hitting the bars on Lansdowne, but that’s never been my thing. And tonight I know I need to draw. My fingers tingle, feeling empty without the blue and black Staedtler Mars pencil in them.




    I eat dinner on my couch in front of the TV. Cartoon Network is showing The Iron Giant again, and I can’t stop watching, even though I itch to flip to the news to find out more about the crash. This movie breaks my heart.




    Later I sit with my sketchpad, drawing the wolves, these silly little anthropomorphized creatures I’ve been drawing for as long as I can remember. I’ve always been writing and illustrating their adventures with a five-year-old girl, Aggie. Yes, I lack imagination in naming. The wolves were something I’d doodle in margins, and when I expanded the media in which I worked, I’d do them in charcoal, watercolor, acrylics, oils. When Tricia, my best friend from home, had kids, I’d periodically send them little books of the wolves.




    “It’s just so amazing that you made this!” she’d said when she called to thank me for the most recent wolf book I’d made for her boy Patrick’s birthday. “You should get these published!”




    Yeah, that. Maybe one day I’ll have the guts to submit them for publication, but it seems like such a daunting prospect. I don’t think I can handle any more rejection. It’s what made me drop out of grad school, the constant scrutiny of my teachers and my classmates. I hated having my work tacked onto the boards for twenty pairs of eyes to study and point out where I’d failed.




    “You need to develop a thicker skin, Ms. Larch,” my advisor had said. I was sitting in his cramped office, dark and dusty, and my portfolio was laid out on his desk. I was fighting hard not to cry in front of him. Maybe you’re just not cut out for this, Agnes.




    I’d nodded glumly. “Yes, sir.”




    “You’re going to face much harsher criticism when you’re out there,” he noted.




    “I know,” I mumbled, looking past his head. If I focused on the dark wood paneling, I could pretend I wasn’t really here, that I wasn’t on the verge of flunking out. Flunking out! Who knew you could flunk out of art school?




    He looked at my cartoony wolves. The buckled watercolor paper had made a distinctly un-paper-like sound as he shuffled through them, more like that hollow wobbliness of disposable aluminum pie plates. I was wondering how paper could sound so much like metal, trying to recreate the sound in my memory.




    “Ms. Larch, are you listening?”




    “What?” My eyes refocused on his shiny, balding head.




    He looked annoyed. “Your instructors have told me that you don’t listen to their suggestions. And all you do is draw these wolves. These are fine for a side project, but for your thesis…I just don’t know. They don’t show enough depth or range. Anyone from the street could have done these. As we made clear, we don’t often accept non-art majors into our graduate program, and we have time and time again given you the benefit of the doubt. But given your work here in the last semester, I don’t know if you’ll be able to finish the program.”




    “Oh.” I felt like the air was getting sucked out of my chest.




    I tried to do what I was told. I tried to find new subjects, but even as I attempted to paint a trite still life of a bowl of fruit, my hands had other ideas. All they wanted to make were the cartoon wolves. And five-year-old Aggie. I dropped out before I could be kicked out, unable to face another rejection.




    I couldn’t think about art for some time after that, too filled with shame, too embarrassed about my failure. But my hands did what they wanted. At a restaurant, I’d look down at my paper placemat and see a wolf staring up at me. Where had I even found a stub of a pencil? I’d wake up with fingers blackened from charcoal, wolves on the walls. It was a good thing my apartment was painted in that glossy stuff that wiped clean. Eventually I gave up trying not to draw, because if I consciously did it, at least I could control where my drawings ended up.




    Tonight I draw with newfound vigor, not the usual resignation of putting paper and pencil in front of me to avoid destroying property. Tonight, it’s not wolves. I keep drawing trees waving with Spanish moss, a hilltop, a crumbling tower. This place…this place. Why do I know it? Furrowing my brow, I tap my pencil neurotically against the paper. Taptaptaptaptaptaptap. The tapping pencil is a blur, the frenzied beating of insect wings. I stare at the black and blue ghost streaks in the air and tap faster, hoping to make the solid thereness of the wood disappear altogether. I lose control, and the pencil flips out of my fingers, clattering onto the wooden floorboards and rolling behind the TV stand.




    I drop to my hands and knees, crawling to the stand. I can see the pencil peeping out, and I reach my hand into the crazy bird’s nest of RCA cables and extension cords. I feel around the smooth, round cables, the plastic-covered wires, until my fingers close around the hexagonal wood of the pencil. Success.




    As I pull the pencil out, I feel whispery resistance against my hand, sticky and dusty all at once. My hand is covered in spider silk when I pull it out from behind the TV stand, clutching my pencil. I wipe the web bits off on my pajama pants, and as I feel an echo of the sensation of pulling apart the spider web, I remember tearing through the shroud in my dream.




    My dream.




    I dreamed.




    Last night I dreamed. I have not dreamed in over a decade, not since my mother walked out on my dad and me. When she left our lives, so ended my dreaming. I know, I know, they say if you don’t dream, you eventually go crazy. I must do something like dreaming, something involving REM, because when I wake up, I feel like my brain has reset. But I never dream. I imagine my brain just shuts down with nonsense, like a TV tuned to nothing, a screen filled with snow.




    I settle back into the couch and begin drawing again. Without warning, the power goes out. I exhale slowly and set my pencil down, folding my hands together as if in prayer. In the dark, without the drawing to distract me, I realize how cold I am. Feeling my way to the closet, I dig out my old sleeping bag. I slither into it and potato-sack-race hop back to the couch. I sit in my sleeping bag on the couch in the dark and listen to myself breathe.




    All is dark and still, even in the city. The falling snow muffles everything. Hush, hush, it seems to say. My nose is quite cold. I imagine a thermal photograph of the room, my body an explosion of oranges and reds, with a humorous yellowish-green spot at the tip of my nose.




    My cell phone on the coffee table chirps, breaking the stillness. Tricia is calling me. I haven’t heard from her in ages. “Hey, stranger,” I say.




    “Oh, Agnes,” she says, sounding troubled.




    “Is everything all right?” I ask.




    “Have you heard the news?”




    “The power’s out,” I say, not understanding.




    “Did you hear about the plane crash?” she says. I can feel the cold clamminess return.




    “Yeah, I heard something about it this morning. Out near Chicago, yeah?”




    “Agnes, didn’t you hear?”




    “What?” Why am I suddenly afraid?




    “Do you remember Ian Millbrook, from school?”




    It’s a name I haven’t heard spoken aloud in years, and my heart thuds unevenly just having the familiar syllables beat against my eardrum.




    “Of course,” I say haltingly, wondering what on earth this has to do with anything.




    “He was on that plane.”




    “Wait, what?” I don’t understand how her two sentences can possibly fit together. These puzzle pieces are defective.




    “He was on the plane, Agnes. He’s dead.”




    With a swish and a beep as the appliances in my apartment take a deep breath, the power comes back on, the TV loud and embarrassing like a drunk uncle at a family reunion. I blink at the sudden and painful light, and it’s as if my heart has stopped. My ears still ring with the remembered silence, Tricia’s last words echoing in my mind.




    Ian Millbrook is dead.


  




  

    Two




    The First Time




    I WAS THIRTEEN YEARS OLD the first time I saw Ian Millbrook. I replay the moment a lot in my head. I stand behind thirteen-year-old me, hair pulled back in an unassuming low ponytail, right as she’s about to push open the door to the music room. Her palm, damp with nerves, lingers for just a moment on the cool metal door. Do you know that your life is about to change? I ask her, but she never hears me. She always just pushes open the doors, disappearing into the mouth of the classroom, and I’m left standing alone in the dark hallway as the music room doors swing back and forth in an irregular rhythm, leaving smaller and smaller slivers of light and room visible as the swinging slows and eventually stops.




    No matter. I know what happens. She goes in. The music teacher makes her introduce herself. Face on fire, she stumbles over her name, but no one notices, too bored to bother snickering. And then she looks up and sees him sitting in the front row, a mop of dirty-blond hair falling over his wire-rimmed glasses, uniform shirt untucked, tie loosened, sleeves rolled up. His face is soft, almost feminine, his nose covered with a dusting of freckles. He’s bent over his guitar, grinning madly but not at her. She doesn’t know why he seems so happy.




    Cute, she first thinks. I wonder if I’ll like him. She scoffs, finding it highly unlikely that she’ll fall in like with the first boy she sees. No, that’s silly, she thinks. You shouldn’t just go crushing on the first boy you run into. Don’t be such a girl. She’s not used to being around boys her age, which is why her father has forced her to join this extracurricular activity in the first place. He wants her to be socialized, worried that she spends too much time at home, looking after her poor, abandoned father. Of course, only her dad would be clueless enough to think that the school liturgical music group would be a good way to be “socialized.”




    “Agnes? Agnes? Are you all right?” Tricia sounds worried, a tiny buzzing in my ear. I’m so lost in my thoughts that I nearly swat it away like a mosquito. I’d forgotten I was on the phone.




    What were we talking about? My brain seems stuck. Something bad. And then I remember: Ian Millbrook is dead.




    The walls begin to melt around me. See, when I think about death and the finality of it all, the concreteness and consistency of this world don’t make sense. If I can die today and disappear forever, then why shouldn’t I just float up to the ceiling now? What is stopping this couch from becoming misty and immaterial or transforming into a dragon? I clutch the phone in my hand so tightly that my fingernails are turning white. I grip it as if it’s the edge of a cliff I’m about to fall over. The solidness of this piece of plastic and wiring and circuitry held in my hand is the only thing keeping me tied to this reality. Everything seems so ridiculous that I have to bite my lip to stop myself from laughing maniacally.




    Tricia’s still waiting for my response. I’ve got to say something, anything. I quickly try to calculate the amount of sorrow that won’t arouse suspicion: enough to sound sympathetic but not so much that she’ll question my reaction.




    “That’s…just so horrible,” I say. But my attempt to rein in my emotion results in a flat, robotic tone.




    Tricia doesn’t seem to notice. “Isn’t it, though? I just can’t believe he’s gone.”




    I need time to myself. I am liable to slip up and react too strongly. Although Tricia is my best, my oldest, friend, she doesn’t know everything about me, certainly not about Ian Millbrook. Even just thinking his name makes my heart skip a few beats, my cheeks redden. I’d die before I let her know how deeply her news has affected me.




    I can’t have her asking questions. I’ve got to end this conversation. I feign a headache, and Tricia tells me to go to bed.




    “I’ll talk to you soon,” I promise.




    I get up and pace, padding along in thick woolen socks on the hardwood floors. My hand hurts, and I realize I’m still clutching the phone. I lay it down on my bedside table.




    I’m fully aware that I’m avoiding thinking about the fact that Ian Millbrook is dead. With Tricia off the phone, I’m free from trying to work out how I’m supposed to feel. But I’m still not sure how I actually feel. I guess right now I’m stunned, maybe a little numb, still frozen from the bone-cold of the Boston February outside. Besides, Ian Millbrook has existed in my imagination for so long that some days I wonder if he was ever real. So does it matter that he’s gone? Would I even know the difference?




    Of course it matters. I chastise myself for even thinking so selfishly. That’s not what I meant, anyway. It’s just that I have trouble believing that I didn’t just imagine him, that he really exists. Existed, I immediately correct myself.




    Shit.




    Existed, past tense.




    With that, it hits me. I start sobbing. I seem to have leapfrogged over a few stages of grief. Which stage is “motherfucking devastated”? Because that’s where I am.




    I wander from room to room aimlessly, barely seeing through my tears. My arms hang limply at my sides, and I don’t have the energy to pick up my feet. I’m howling like a wounded animal, and I hope that my neighbors are out for Friday night, because I’m fairly certain the thin walls are doing nothing to muffle my cries. I end up in the bathroom, and I wonder where Ian Millbrook is now. I imagine his spirit swirling around the infinity of time and space, and I am hit with vertigo. Even my tiny bathroom seems too large. It’s like I’m walking in an Escher woodcut—I can’t tell which way is up. Every way is up.




    I’m going to slip away. I need to be contained. I climb into the free-standing bathtub and sit down in my pajamas. Better. Safer. I hug my knees to my chest and cry awhile, my sobs echoing a little against the tiles. My sobbing sounds ridiculous against my ears.




    Why are you crying, Agnes? You have no right to cry.




    I don’t. I don’t have a right, not to cry as if my world were ending. Not like his parents. Not like his siblings.




    He doesn’t even know who you are.




    The sentence is devastating enough without being in the past tense. I don’t bother correcting the tense in my head, because it will always be true in an eternal present. He doesn’t know who I am. And now he will never know. Not now, not ever. No matter if I’m able to make something of myself and someday end up someone worthy of knowing.




    And selfish as it may be when people in the small town of Poppy Beach, thousands of miles away on the Lost Coast of California, are mourning the loss of their son, their brother, their friend, maybe even their lover, I weep because Ian Millbrook will never know me. I cry until my eyes throb and ache and my breath catches raggedly in my throat. My face burns, and I lean it against the coolness of the side of the tub. Exhausted, my eyes drift closed.
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    I am not alone. I can feel eyes on me. Who is watching me? I turn around, glancing up and down, left and right, trying to see who is there. I realize I haven’t spoken aloud since I’ve arrived here, wherever here is.




    “Is that you, my princess?” I jump, hearing a voice. It’s a man’s voice, deep and rich and smooth like bittersweet chocolate. Did I really hear that? Was it just in my head?




    “Who’s there?” I call out, trying to mask the fear in my voice.




    I hear a rustling in the copse of trees behind me. The hair on the back of my neck is standing on end, and my body is poised for fight or flight. I see shadowy forms beginning to emerge.




    If I screamed in this place, would anyone hear me?




    Would anyone save me?
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    I awake with a crick in my neck from falling asleep in the tub. Christ, what time is it? It’s pitch black in the bathroom. I get up slowly, my limbs stiff and creaky. I perfunctorily brush my teeth without bothering to find the toothpaste. I go to bed with my socks on. I’m too tired to cry again.




    “Goodnight, Ian Millbrook, wherever you are,” I whisper to the darkness, hoping he can hear me.




    The silence feels more empty than usual.
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    I’m running now, running as fast as I can from the trees. Whoever is out there, I am afraid. I don’t remember how this works, the dreaming. It has been so long since I have been here, and I don’t remember the rules. I’m running down the hillside. The grade is steep, but amazingly I don’t lose my footing. I’m also not out of breath. I’m flying down the side of the hill, and it feels phenomenal: the wind in my hair, the grass under my feet, the sun on my bare arms. It’s warm here, and I am strong and graceful. I grin and run faster.




    I keep running down, down, down the hill, feeling more alive than I have in a long time. My fear is slipping away. I run for hours, my body a well-oiled machine. I don’t even remember what I was running from. Why was I afraid?




    Abruptly, I stop running, not because I’m tired but because I feel victorious and want to celebrate. I didn’t know I was so strong. I raise my arms high as if I’m trying to embrace the sky. I close my eyes and let the sun bathe my face.




    When I open my eyes, I’m back at the top of the hill, back by the copse of trees, the shadowy figures. How…how did this happen?




    “Have you returned, my princess?” the dark voice says again. “Is that really you?”




    I see movement in the trees. Someone is coming toward me. I am frozen with fear.
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    A rhythmic pounding wakes me from my dream. I am drenched in sweat.




    “Agnes! Ags! Come on! Get up, loser!”




    Why am I afraid? Was I dreaming again? Two nights in a row, then? What does it all mean?




    “Ags! We’re going to miss all the good shit!”




    It’s Vivian. I shuffle over groggily and open the door. Without being invited in or even taking off her snow-covered shoes, she pushes past me and plops down on the couch.




    “Lamb Aggaloo,” she says, “we made promises to each other at commencement. I promised to be there to hold your hair if you were going to puke, and you promised you’d be ready at nine a.m. on the dot on Saturday mornings to get our starving grad student hobo breakfast on. Are you reneging?”




    I roll my eyes. “On the contrary, you know I never promised any of that. Besides, I’m a grad school dropout loser, so technically for me it’s a grad student dropout loser hobo breakfast. And I haven’t puked in ages,” I add, narrowing my eyes at her.




    Vivian and I were roommates all four years at Longfellow University, yes, the Longfellow University, pinnacle of the Ivy League, home of the best and brightest, training ground of the future leaders of the world. Vivian and I were thrown together freshman year along with Tina the Conspiracy Theorist, Joanna the Howard Hughes-esque Loon, and Rachel the Easily Offended. Sure, Vivian was crazy too, but in a mild, fun way. We clung to each other as the only relatively sane inmates in our little corner of Ivory Tower Bedlam.




    I’m not sure we would have been friends otherwise. Six feet tall, Asian, and simply gorgeous, Vivian made a formidable first impression. “The minute any of you call me Crouching Tiger I’m going to kick your ass, but pointedly non-martial-arts style,” she’d announced during our freshman dorm’s orientation week social. “More of a Great Depression-era fisticuffs kind of thing. Very Newsies. Don’t test me.” Even if I weren’t so intimidated by her stature I would have cringed away from her after that outburst. But when Tina would cover all the common room windows with tinfoil to “block the surveillance equipment from the Russians” and Joanna would spend the evening clipping her fingernails, measuring them, recording her findings in a small notebook, and then carefully dropping little keratin half moons into an empty jelly jar, Vivian and I would exchange horrified glances from across the common room as if to say, “That’s…not normal, is it?”




    When things in our common room got too weird (which was fairly often), Vivian would drag me to the basement of Thoreau Hall, where they sold frozen yogurt until two in the morning. “I have to get away from those nutbars,” she’d whisper in my ear, pulling me out of our suite and down the entryway steps. She’d yank me by my arm, laughing as we’d run across the quad to Thoreau, the sky an odd, bright shade of orange despite the late hour. I’d shriek, a little from fear and a little from the thrill of belonging. Sometimes I’d purposely trip on the flagstones, just to see if I could take Vivian down with me, which was no easy feat—Vivian’s a good foot taller than I am, and built like a solid oak. She sometimes calls me her “Caucasian pocket-buddy,” a term of endearment I’ve unsuccessfully tried to dissuade her from using in public.




    We both stayed in Boston after we graduated. Viv took a couple years off, working as a paralegal while she figured out if law was really the thing for her—she only just started law school in the fall. Meanwhile, I went seamlessly from undergrad into art school but dropped out before she even got around to filling in her name with a number two pencil in Scantron bubbles on the LSATs. But Vivian loves tradition—at least, she loves any tradition she’s started herself. And tradition, ever since we’ve graduated and moved into our own apartments, is to forage for breakfast on Saturday mornings at the Trader Joe’s across from the Prudential Center.




    Today, being assaulted with her bizarre routine is soothing, even anesthetizing. I let her energy infiltrate me and make me numb. She’s got her hair pulled into a sleek ponytail on the top of her head, and she’s wearing pink Hello Kitty earmuffs. She’s also wearing rainbow-striped legwarmers over tight jeans, and a puffy rainbow vest from Goodwill. She looks like the Korean Rainbow Brite of your nightmares. And yet, on Vivian, this look works.




    “Come on, come on, come on!” Vivian claps her hands as if I’m a trained dog. “Chop, chop! Shake those tail feathers!”




    This is exactly what I need. It’s hard to wallow in death when there is such vibrancy around me.




    I wash my face, for once grateful for the icy coldness of the water from the ancient taps. My eyes are still sore. I know precisely why, but I’m choosing at the moment not to think about It. I’m choosing instead to cloak myself in Vivian’s bright light. I force out the thoughts of last night, draw up the barrier. I’m afraid to think about It, worried that my mind and heart will break. I pull on stockings and jeans and then a big peasant skirt. Today I don’t care if I look like the Michelin Man—I pile on two sweaters and a fleece pullover. I finish off my outfit with giant moon boots.




    “You dress like a homeless person, you know,” Vivian says, eyeing my ensemble with disdain.




    “Are you ashamed of being seen with me?” I ask, stepping into the hallway and locking my door behind me. “And you’re one to talk, Homeless Sailor Moon.”




    “I just don’t want to draw too much attention to us at TJ’s,” she complains as we clomp down the carpeted stairs. “You know how crabby I get if they shoo us away from the samples counter before I’m full.”




    “Are you ever full?” I ask, quickly shutting the apartment door in Vivian’s face and leaning against it as hard as I can as she swears and pounds on the glass with her fists. I make a break for it down the sidewalk. Vivian’s legs are about twice as long as mine, but the race is over before it’s begun as I slip on a patch of ice a few feet from the front door and land flat on my ass. Boston sidewalks are treacherous in February.




    “That’s what you get,” Vivian nods primly once she makes sure I’m not hurt. She does stop to help me up, and we shuffle down Boylston Street with our hands jammed in our pockets. I’ve got a scarf wound again and again over my face, only my eyes visible. With our height difference, I wonder if passersby mistake me for a child.




    I’m already pretty numb by the time we reach the escalators leading down to Trader Joe’s. Despite the scarf, my cheeks feel inhuman, plastic. Vivian sprints down the escalator steps, but I’m too scared my boots, wet with snow, will slip on the slick, grooved metal. I cling to the railing and breathe as shallowly as I can. With my luck, I’ll get my scarf caught in the teeth at the bottom and be slowly strangled while employees in loud Hawaiian shirts stand around helplessly and flail their arms.




    By the time I reach the samples counter in the back corner of the store, Vivian is on her third tiny Dixie cup of coffee. I opt for a thimble of apple cider. There are tiny squares of a nutty coffee cake, and little pleated paper cups are filled with some sort of tapenade that makes no sense in any context at ten in the morning. It’s no Grand Slam breakfast, but it’s free, and it’s tradition. It’s actually a good day, because an employee is slicing up little cubes of smoked Gouda and impaling them on festive wooden toothpicks, the kind with the little colored cellophane flags.




    We hover around the free samples until the grumpy Trader Joe’s samples lady gives us the hairy eyeball. That’s our cue to leave. I end up buying a bag of soy sauce flavored rice crackers. We call them “crack crackers,” because once you have a taste, you end up inhaling the whole thing and twitching on the floor until you can get your hands on another bag. I imagine Joe the Trader has quite the arsenal of cracker-whores in the storeroom. Maybe that’s where all the Hawaiian-shirted employees come from. I should be nicer to the TJ’s sampler lady. Next week I will smile more.




    “Have time to go to the Common?” Vivian asks.




    “Sure,” I say noncommittally, still afraid of being by myself, still afraid of where my thoughts might lead me if I’m alone.




    We wind our way through the Back Bay to the edge of the Boston Common, cutting through to Frog Pond, which has been converted for the season to an ice rink. I like watching the kids on their double runners, clinging to the wall, falling on their well-padded bottoms. It’s nice to sit on a park bench, ass freezing off, listening to the happy shrieks of the kids, the scraping of blades on the ice. Vivian and I share the bag of crack crackers. I hold my big mitten under my chin as my hand digs around the bag for the little sesame-seed-studded rounds of crack.




    A sudden peal of laughter draws my attention. I look up, and I see Ian Millbrook in the corner of my eye—his camelhair overcoat, shaggy hair, John Lennon frames—skating effortlessly toward the middle of the rink. I drop the bag, the brown crackers pockmarking the mostly white snow around and under the park bench.




    “What the fuck?” demands Viv, crouching down and trying to salvage as many crackers as she can.




    I look up again, and Ian Millbrook is gone. Must have been a trick of the light. I do see a guy in an overcoat, but it’s grayish, and he’s wearing one of those hats with earflaps. The hat is floppy and made of shearling, so it’s possible that that’s what it could have been. Just my active imagination. It’s not the first time I’ve imagined seeing him.




    It doesn’t matter though, because my carefully crafted isolation chamber has been compromised. Last night comes flooding back. First my lip quivers, then my vision goes blurry, and the next thing you know, I’m sobbing into my hands, trying to muffle the sound as much as I can behind my chunky-knit mittens.




    “For fuck’s sake, Aggles, I’ll buy you another bag of the crack crackers,” Vivian says, trying to lighten the mood.




    I don’t stop crying.




    “Agnes, what is it?” she asks more gently, reaching over and giving my hand a little squeeze.




    I feel like an utter ass as I mumble, “A guy I loved died in that plane crash yesterday.”




    “Oh, honey,” Vivian says, wrapping her arms around me. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?”




    I don’t answer her. I’ve already said too much. I don’t deserve her sympathy. I am so selfish, trying to claim even the tiniest sliver of grief over the death of Ian Millbrook.




    My behavior sickens me, so I stand up and adjust my scarf back around my face.




    “I think I should go home, Viv.”




    “Hon, are you sure you want to be alone?”




    Of course I don’t want to be alone, but I am disgusted with myself. I am not fit to be around people, I think. I took someone else’s grief and pretended it was mine.




    I can’t get back to my apartment quickly enough. I race up the stairs and do what I do best: Google the shit out of the crash. The black boxes still haven’t been found. Nearly two hundred people dead. Ian Millbrook’s name is mentioned in most of the articles, because he was probably the most famous guy on the plane, part of the B-, C-, or possibly D-list of up-and-coming musicians. I check out online papers, going from the Associated Press and Reuters to the bigger Bay Area newspapers right on down to the Poppy Beach Dispatch.




    Of course it’s the main headline on the Poppy Beach Dispatch website. This is huge news. Ian Millbrook is the town’s biggest success story—Théophile Butler excepted, of course. My eye zones in on a small paragraph near the end of the article on Ian Millbrook: A memorial service for Ian Millbrook will be held on Tuesday at Butler Academy, in the auditorium.




    He doesn’t even know who you are, I remind myself.




    I don’t care. I need to say goodbye.




    And before I know it, I’ve booked myself a plane ticket.




    I’m going back to Poppy Beach.


  




  

    Three




    Returning




    I AM LIVING IN A STATE of extreme nausea. My head is a hot explosion of disaster images, worst-case scenarios, and prickly panic, but below my neck I’m cold and numb. When I walk, I can’t feel my feet, only the vibrations that travel up my body. I feel like the Tin Man, hollow inside, which makes me think of T. S. Eliot’s “The Hollow Men,” which is fitting, as my head feels filled with straw. Alas!




    Am I the Tin Man or the Scarecrow, then? Or maybe I’m the Cowardly Lion. That’s the most likely. Where will I find the courage to do what I have to do? There will be no Wizard ex machina for me. Oh, but didn’t he tell the Lion that he didn’t need the Wizard? That he’d had the courage all along?




    Bullshit.




    I’m going to get on a plane. I’m going to get on a plane on a flight path roughly over where Ian Millbrook died. But I will do it for him. I will do it because I need to say goodbye. I will do it because I want to be sure that this has happened. If I see the casket, if I see the freshly dug grave, the dark, moist earth, then maybe I will believe.




    I call my dad right after I’ve clicked the confirm button on my flight. My keyboard is slick with sweat from my clammy hands, and I’m already exhausted from booking the plane ticket. It’s is no easy task, obviously, given my phobia. There’s a regional airport about two hours north of Poppy Beach, but not even Ian Millbrook could get me to step foot on a propeller plane. No way. So I’ve got to fly to the nearest big airport, San Francisco International, a four-hour drive away.




    I’ve done a lot of research over the years. Your chances of being in a crash rise dramatically the more takeoffs and landings you add onto your itinerary, so it would logically follow that it’s better to take a direct flight. But nothing is ever that simple. Three carriers fly nonstop from Boston to San Francisco International, but only one of those is a major airline. Smaller carriers are less safe than the major ones, which have flights in the millions, not tens of thousands. Then again, the larger carriers often outsource to smaller companies to save money, so just because you have a reservation with one of the big four or five doesn’t mean you have the numbers and statistics of the big company behind you. I had to check all the airline fatality incidents on Airsafe.com and weigh my options.




    Of the three airlines that fly directly to SFO, two have a pilots’ union, and one does not. I know these things because I lurk on fear-of-flying message boards. I’ve been told it’s safer to go with unionized airlines. But the major airline has had more fatal “incidents” (that’s their term, and makes it sound more like a bar brawl or finding out your friend has been sleeping with your boyfriend than a catastrophic loss of life) in the last couple years than I am comfortable with. The smaller airline with the pilots’ union hasn’t been around long enough for me to feel the statistics mean anything. And nevermind just picking an airline—I’ve got to consider aircraft. The Boeing 757 is fatality-free in the US. Airbuses scare me, but the accident on that A300 a while back happened due to a rudder problem from flying in the wake of a larger plane. So, with a little hesitation and a lot of dread, I picked the airline without a pilots’ union. It’s not a 757; it’s an Airbus. But it’s an Airbus that is, so far, fatality-free in the States. I hate this so much. Every time I book a ticket, I feel like I’m playing Russian roulette.




    There are times I hope that I am just being paranoid about it. Of course flying is safe. How can the plane not fly? It’s pure physics, not subject to the frailty of human inadequacy. It’s the infallibility of the Bernoulli effect and other stuff I don’t understand. But I also don’t understand how such a large, heavy piece of machinery can stay in the air. And because I don’t believe in it, I worry I’ll be punished—punished for my lack of faith.




    Maybe he was afraid too. Maybe lack of faith is what killed Ian Millbrook.




    “Dad?” I say, after he gruffly answers on the fifth ring. His voice sounds rough, like maybe he hasn’t spoken to anyone all day. He’s not much of a phone person, so we don’t talk too often. I don’t have much to say to him either, actually, but I do miss him a lot. I miss being in a room with him, just sitting quietly together. Of course, I haven’t been home in years, but I remember high school, how I’d sit on the couch with a book or my homework, and Dad would be walking through on his way to refill his drink or grab his checkbook to pay bills, and he’d just…pat me on the head or something as he walked by. Like, “Hey, kid, I may not be able to talk to you, but I sure love you a whole lot.” All that in a little pat, a little ruffle of the hair, a hand gently laid on a shoulder.




    When I call him on the phone, it’s not the same. We both feel obligated to speak, and that’s just not who we are. I wish it would be okay to call him up and just sit in silence for an hour, listening to each other breathe. I would be able to hear the TV in the background, no doubt tuned to some sports channel, and I could imagine Dad sitting there with a TV dinner and a crappy beer my Longfellow classmates would drink only with hipster irony.




    I hope he isn’t lonely, but I never ask. I’m pretty sure he is.




    He’s come out to visit me a few times, once it became clear that I wasn’t coming home because I was too afraid to fly. I’ve managed to take short flights, nothing more than two hours. But I could not bear the thought of flying seven hours over lakes, rivers, mountain ranges. Too many places to die. So Dad would come to me. As if it were better, somehow, to place my dad in danger. When it comes down to it, I guess I’m pretty selfish.




    He came every Parents’ Weekend at Longfellow, looking bewildered but so proud that his daughter was attending the most prestigious university in the country. He’d stop by the school bookstore and stock up on I’m a Longfellow Dad sweatshirts, key rings, and coffee mugs. He bought overpriced Longfellow University bumper stickers, although I couldn’t imagine them on the back of the old bait shop truck. I’d show him around campus and point out the buildings where famous poets and scholars, patriots and presidents had studied, had slept, even supposedly had lost their virginities. He wandered, wide-eyed, reverently taking everything in.




    But it killed me a little to see him struggling to fit in when my friends, our parents, and I would all go to dinner together. Dad would wear his one faded, outdated suit—his go-to suit for weddings and funerals—the pants hemmed just a little too short, the blazer cuffs a little too long. While the other parents would try to decide which wine would go best with the meal of dishes Dad couldn’t even pronounce, he would sit and stare at his hands folded neatly at his place, jiggle his knee under the table, and wish he were invisible. He never said as much, obviously, but I knew that look, because I did it too.




    Dad clears his throat. “Agnes! I was just watching the game.”




    I smile a little to myself, because of course he is. That is home. That is familiar. “Dad, I’m coming home on Monday.”




    I can hear Dad choke and sputter a little. I wish I were there to pound his back hard. “Are you okay, Dad?”




    “Ags—really? Do you think you can do it?”




    No. No, I don’t, actually. But I know I have to.




    “I’ll be there Monday. Do you think you can pick me up from SFO? I know it’s far. I’m sorry I can’t fly into Arcata, but I—”




    “Of course, Ags, no problem. It…it’ll be good to see you.”




    Hanging in the silence is the question he is wondering but won’t dare ask. He wants to know why. Why now? What’s changed?




    Everything. And nothing.




    I figure I’m going to have to start answering some questions sooner or later, so I just offer, “Uh, you heard about that guy from Poppy Beach? In the plane crash?” I can’t even say his name out loud. It’s too precious, too secret. I button it up somewhere deep in my chest.




    “Isn’t it awful?” says Dad, echoing Tricia’s words almost exactly.




    “I…I think I’d like to go to the memorial service. He was in my class.”




    “Of course, Ags. That’s…good of you. I’m sorry,” he offers awkwardly in sympathy. Even over the phone I know he’s not sure where to look, like he’s avoiding making eye contact even though I’m not in the room with him. He’s probably wondering why, after all this time, the death of someone he thinks I barely know would be the reason I’m grappling with my phobia to fly home. I bet he is wondering, on a level deeper than words, why he isn’t enough for me to be so brave.




    It breaks my heart to think of him sitting alone in our joyless house, thinking he’s not good enough, so I just say, “I miss you, Dad.”




    “You too, kiddo.”




    “See you Monday.” And that’s that.




    I love you, Dad, I add in the silence of my heart after he’s hung up the phone.




    I lie in bed for hours and stare at the ceiling. I can’t sleep, too upset about Ian Millbrook and too scared about the flight. I keep thinking of “The Hollow Men” and scarecrows and wondering if death feels cold, if Ian Millbrook is freezing at the bottom of Lake Michigan.




    I drift asleep, shivering.
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    I’m here again on the hilltop. Why can’t I escape? The shadows hover in the trees. I can hear branches snapping underfoot, and soon I see a pair of eyes glowing like embers. I no longer am capable of running. I am fixed to this spot on the earth like a scarecrow on a stake.




    “It is you; I am sure of it now,” says the voice, and the shadow emerges.




    Incapable of phonation, I find myself whispering, “I am here.”




    He is here too.
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    Sunday morning. I don’t want to get dressed. I don’t want time to move forward, because if time moves forward, I will eventually be on a plane. I eat nothing but cereal all day. And I draw. Vivian calls around lunchtime, but I don’t answer the phone. I’m ashamed to be around her right now. I know she’ll ask me how I’m doing, how I’m coping, because she is a good friend like that. I don’t want her to know how ridiculous I am.




    I do, however, leave a chickenshit voicemail with my temp agency, telling them that I have to leave town suddenly and won’t be able to work next week. “There’s been a death,” I say, free to pretend that I’m remotely involved and mourning legitimately when I talk to these strangers. I probably won’t be welcome back at the commercial real estate place for leaving on such short notice, but there’ll always be another job. There’s always another job—another job for the easily replaced—the same way it’ll be easy for the commercial real estate place to replace my unremarkable self.




    I let the pencil fly over the paper, barely even looking as I sketch. It’s that place again, the place from my dream. I’m still shaken about the sudden return of my dreaming. Why now?




    Poppy Beach is already hidden behind rocky hills and impenetrable forests, but when my mother Shelly walked out on us, she didn’t just take away her duffel bag crammed with her ridiculous, trying-too-hard clothing; she took with her the very light from inside the house. We were plunged into darkness, one that seeped even into my sleep, leaving my mind as dark and silent as a black hole.




    I was just five years old.




    As children will do, I thought it was something I’d done that had driven her away. If only I’d been smarter, or prettier, or less me, maybe I would have been enough to make her stay. Dad was no help. I couldn’t articulate what I was feeling, and even if I could, Dad wouldn’t have been able to comfort me with his words. He was practically catatonic anyway.




    What he could do was take me to the lake to fish, as boring as it was. I think he felt sheepish about it, helpless, unable to think of any other activity we could do together, but the truth was that I liked to be by him, to sit in the boat, lean against his warmth. I would be exhausted from having to get up before the dawn, and having no interest in the actual act of fishing, I’d eventually curl onto my side in the little rowboat and rest. The gentle rocking made me feel like Shelly was lulling me to sleep the way she’d still done when I was sick. Five years old wasn’t too old to be babied when I had a tummy-ache. I’d doze off, rocked to sleep by the lake, in a gesture that felt like maternal love but was only the ambivalence of nature. And I would sleep without dreaming.




    I glance down at my sketchpad, and I see I’ve drawn myself: long, limp hair with messy ends, my pale, round face with dark circles under eyes open wide. I’m tied to a wooden pole stuck in the earth. I am a scarecrow, waiting for something. The question is, what am I there to scare off? And who would possibly be afraid of me?




    I fling the sketchpad away. Like it or not, I have to pack. Light is falling, and soon I will have to make my way to the airport. I’m staying only through the weekend, so not even a whole week. I take the largest suitcase that will still fit in the overhead compartment and throw clothes in it haphazardly. My panic mounts by the minute.




    Eventually my panic outweighs my disgust, and I call Vivian.




    “Can you come over?” I ask.




    “Of course,” she says, not asking details, and she’s at my door within the hour.




    She surveys the mess of my apartment, clothes flung around, the open suitcase.




    “Agamemnon, what’s going on?”




    “I’m, um, I’m flying home.” Oh God, I said it out loud. That means it’s happening. My chest tightens, and I lie down on the floor before I can fall over. I don’t trust my legs.




    “Are you serious? Are you going to be okay?” Vivian has known me for so long that she knows this is a really big deal.




    “Sure. I’ve got my meds. They help. Millions of people fly every day without dying, right?” I joke weakly from the floor.




    What I don’t say out loud is an important exception to that rule. Some people don’t fly without dying.




    “Listen, Viv,” I ask, still on my back and staring at the ceiling. “Do you think you could stay with me overnight? Like do an old-school slumber party?”




    “Yeah, that’s cool.” She shrugs, like it’s no big deal. “I brought my reading.”




    I don’t want to talk, but I don’t want to be alone. I think Vivian must know this because she doesn’t pry. She knows how I am. So we order a pizza, but I just watch her eat. My hands are so cold that I doubt I have the dexterity to feed myself. My stomach feels hollow and sour anyway.




    Then I watch her do her reading for classes the next day. I’m too fidgety even to draw. I stare at the drawing of me as a scarecrow until Vivian yawns and says she can’t possibly read another word of Con Law.




    “Take my bed,” I say. “I’ll take the couch.”




    “Are you sure?”




    “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep tonight.” When my voice starts to quaver, Vivian gives me a hug. “You know I love you, right?” I say. “You know, just in case I…I don’t make it back?”




    “Now shut the fuck up about that, Agnes. You’ll be back before you know it. Nothing is going to happen to you. And I love you too. Asshole,” she adds.




    Her profanity is oddly comforting. I sit in the dark for hours in my sleeping bag, on the couch, listening to her impressive snoring. It amazes me how quiet the city can be this time of night. I do hear a couple of cabs go by, but they are few and far between. I’m watchful, keeping vigil. I imagine I’m keeping vigil for him, as if I were his widow in another time. I wish I had candles to light, a photograph to hold.




    Pink light begins to creep through the dirty windowpanes, and Monday is upon me. Maybe this will be the day I die.




    I don’t bother showering, but I do finally change out of the pajamas I wore all day. I zip up my bag, kiss the sleeping Vivian on the forehead, and pull on my boots.




    I have a plane to catch.


  




  

    Four




    A Point in the Sky




    IT’S SNOWING AGAIN as I leave my apartment in the faint morning light. I drag my rolling bag behind me on the bumpy, iced-over sidewalk. I’m walking to Hynes, not relishing the idea of trying to take my bag through the uneven terrain of the Fens. One rolling bag, one tattered backpack, one quivering heart. My legs still feel hollow and numb as I pick my way across the sidewalk.




    Snow. As if it weren’t scary enough getting on a plane today, it’s snowing steadily. Maybe the flight will be canceled, a stay of execution granted by the heavens. But why should the heavens be merciful to me and not to him? What makes me more worthy?




    My suitcase thumps painfully against my leg as I go down each step into the Hynes station. Step, thump, step, thump. It makes me think of the first sentence of Winnie-the-Pooh, the bump-bump-bump of the back of the bear’s head on the stairs. I miss the last step and nearly fall on my head, but someone catches me. I see a tailored camelhair coat, strong, wiry arms. Ian Millbrook, I think with a burst of hope, but when I look up at the face of my savior, it’s an older gentleman with a full beard and a friendly, laugh-lined face. I look down, and his coat isn’t even taupe. I must be seeing things from not having slept all night.




    “Thanks,” I mumble, walking away quickly, embarrassed.




    The platform is crowded with people heading to work, but since three different subway lines pass through the station, I don’t have to wait long. At Government Center, an airport-bound train rolls in just as I go down the stairs to the Blue Line platform. Of all the days I’d like the trains to be slow, so slow they cause me to miss my flight entirely, the T runs smoothly, effortlessly, the transfers as seamless as a trapeze artist leaping, full of trust, from her swing to the strong, outstretched arms of her partner. I am not surprised that the shuttle to the terminals is waiting right outside the doors of the station at the airport. Of course.




    I clamber on board on wobbly legs, and a kindly man about the age of my dad hurries to carry my bag up into the shuttle without my asking. “Do you travel a lot?” I ask absentmindedly, before I realize he’s in a uniform and doesn’t look like he’s about to go anywhere. His uniform and ID badge indicate that he’s some sort of custodian. He’s just coming here to work, just another ordinary day.




    “No, miss, nowhere to go.”




    So this man comes here every day to Logan Airport, and it’s just a job. He commutes with travelers humming with excitement and anticipation and grasping their suitcases, skis, briefcases: the corporate types traveling for business (despite having to work, they still must look forward to a change of scenery); the families with shrieking children traveling to Disney; the chatty, European teenagers backpacking through the States and heading back home to their envious classmates; the lovers eloping or heading to their honeymoons; and yes, even the pathetic girl returning home to say goodbye to her the boy she’s loved for what feels like forever. And through it all, this man stays behind to clean the bathrooms. Life changes around him, and he is the fixed point, like the sun. It’s just a job. He doesn’t seem unhappy, but I still want to cry a little when I think of it, that life is all around him in this transitional place and he is destined always to stay the same.




    “Thank you for my bag,” I say.




    He nods in acknowledgment, a little uncomfortable at having to make conversation. He pointedly turns to look out the window, signaling the end of our small and awkward chat.




    Terminal C is busy, travelers and employees milling around like bees in a beehive. As I take the escalator up to ticketing, I am struck with the realization that only three days ago, Ian Millbrook was doing these very things. He went about his business like it was any other day, another trip to another gig. Ho, hum. I know he traveled so much that it probably wasn’t a big deal to him. How could he have known that this time would be the last?




    Unaware, he walked up to the ticketing counter, sliding across his confirmation and driver’s license with his polite smile. Or maybe he went to a self-serve kiosk. I find myself wondering if he’d been the type to be able to breeze through the touch-screen instructions to print out his boarding pass, or if he were flummoxed by technology, accidentally canceling his transaction and having to begin again several times. I am disappointed that I don’t know, that I’ll never know.




    Still, I am retracing his final steps. I’m terrified but also feel strangely like I am honoring him, taking a pilgrimage, my steps atop his ghostly ones, like Good King Wenceslaus’s servant: In his master’s steps he trod, where the snow lay dinted. I know he wasn’t in this airport, but all airports seem the same.




    As soon as I get through security and sit down near my gate, the true panic begins. This is happening. This is really happening. I shakily reach into the front pocket of my backpack and get my prescription bottle of lorazepam. I fumble with the childproof cap, nearly spilling the precious tablets all over the nasty institutional carpeting. I manage to catch the explosion of pills in my skirt and get them back in the bottle. I place one under my tongue, tasting the strange sweetness of the dissolving pill. It’s still a little gritty as I swallow the pasty remnants down. Only half an hour before I will start feeling the chemically induced calm.




    The ceiling-mounted, flat-panel TVs in the boarding area are all tuned to CNN. But it’s that pussified, edited-for-travelers version of CNN. They remove all the news about plane crashes, air disasters. It’s so ridiculous. Do they really think they’re fooling us? It doesn’t make us safer. And just because the airport CNN pretends air crashes don’t happen doesn’t make them imaginary, does not stop these thoughts in my head of my impending death.




    I know I’m not supposed to, but I take another pill.




    When they call my section of the aircraft to board, I am hit with quiet resignation. Time to face my fate. The flight attendant scans my boarding pass, and I’m numbly aware that my name’s been added to the manifest that they’ll consult to notify next-of-kin—my dad—should my plane go down. I shuffle forward with a grim determination. But the minute I step onto the jet bridge, my resignation yields again to panic. I hate jet bridges. They are deceitful. They pretend they are comforting hallways, the sort you might encounter in a safe building on the ground, but they are meant to trick us, to lure us into the plane, a human roach motel. The floors feel flimsy and hollow, reminding you that it’s all only an illusion of normalcy, of security.




    I make my way to my seat, and a flight attendant helps me lift my bag into the overhead bin. I make sure to count the rows between my seat and the nearest exit row. I saw on a news program once that it greatly increases your chances of surviving a crash if you can feel your way to the emergency exit, since the first thing that usually happens is that the plane fills up with smoke. Three rows. Three. I commit the number to my memory and visualize myself feeling around for the seat-backs, one, two, three seat-backs, in a smoke-filled plane. Deep breaths, deep breaths. I’m trying to push my panic back down my throat, into a safer place somewhere in my stomach.




    I take my seat with my backpack and pull out my sketchbook and a pencil. In the front pocket I also find one of Vivian’s scrunchies. I bring it to my nose and am immediately comforted because it smells just like her. I smile just a tiny bit when I consider Vivian is probably the only person on earth still using scrunchies in her hair. When I slip it around my wrist, it’s like she’s holding my hand, helping me get through this. Maybe I can’t die on this plane if she is waiting for me back on earth.
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