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‌St Albert, Canada. April 1992

    I keep running even though I know there is no one behind me. I like the strength of my feet as they hit the mud, still drying from yesterday’s rain, bringing up brown flecks that hit my ankles. The tall field bends at my outstretched fingers and above me extends blue sky, miles of it.

    I know I’m close when the ground begins to dip. When its smoothness turns bumpy and surprising and I slow my pace as, all of a sudden, it is upon me. The track that leads up to it is jagged and uneven from disuse and I struggle to get down it with my bare feet. Small stones dig into my heels and stay there, sending pinpricks of pain up my legs every time I take a step. I reach the end of the path as it drops down to the mouth of the cave, dark and wet with waiting. Using my hands and feet, I follow it, pausing to unhook my skirt from where it has snagged on an upturned root. I land on the slippery moss and hold onto the opening of the cave, inhaling its ancient, wild smell. Back again, I hear it say in its deep, booming tone and I smile and hold up my shoes, laces looped around my fingers like a greeting to an old friend. Or an angry God.

    I go in surrounded by echoes of my breath and tired footsteps, allowing my vision to adjust to the cave’s particularities; the smooth, inviting roundness as you enter, the jutting structure as you go further in that has caught me unaware several times. Now that I am used to the cave, a part of it even, blending into the walls and feeling for my body prints as I go along, I move in it with ease. It feels good to be back.

    A bag full of books and a torch lie in a corner, next to a bean bag I dragged here from home. I fall into it, feel the hard earth beneath me, and smile. I have become so accustomed to this pillow that it’s difficult to sit on anything else without squirming. I don’t reach for the bag. Today it won’t help me.

    I discovered this cave a few weeks back, having stumbled upon it accidentally when I was skipping school. There was something about its secrecy, the musty, enclosed space of it, that made it feel like it was alright to be alone—like being lonely was something special. But now, the darkness is too pressing. I tilt my head back and force out a scream and the resounding noise just reminds me of my isolation. I scare a bat out of its sleep and though it dashes manically about, swirling the air above me, it doesn’t come when I call it.

    There is a pain in my gut; the kind that doesn’t hurt but whose presence is annoying and it has been there for days. My muscles are exhausted and my legs suddenly seem longer than I can ever remember them being. I have tripped and crashed through the entire week, hoping that tonight I will fall asleep and tomorrow will pass me by. That it will come and go and no one will notice that I have turned fourteen, that my mother has thrown me a party and no one has come.

    It’s only when the sky begins to fall into the blue hour of twilight that I decide to make my way back home. The road stretches ahead of me but my house comes into view too quickly; the sprawling, dirty whiteness, the sprinkling of lights indicating the busyness going on inside. I know she is making preparations; probably last-minute changes to the menu or hunting the neighborhood for the perfect dish for the cake. I step into the driveway and reluctantly press the doorbell. My father’s umbrella has not been dropped into the basket on the porch and I consider coming back later, when I know he will be home. But it’s too late. She has pulled open the door and is smiling at me. My annoyance at her has ceased to surprise me. It started weeks ago and the time and fast-approaching fact of tomorrow has only made it grow stronger.

    ‘Finally, you’re home.’ She gives me a quick kiss and ushers me in. ‘There are still so many things we need to do.’

    ‘I told you I didn’t want a party.’

    ‘Nonsense. It’s your birthday,’ pushing me further inside. ‘You’ll thank me one day.’ There are gift bags stacked in a corner and decorations have already been strung in every available space with a big ‘Happy Birthday’ banner swinging in the entrance between the living room and dining area.

    ‘You told me you weren’t going to make a big deal out of this,’ I say, pulling off my shoes.

    ‘Where have you been?’ she asks, frowning down at my dirty socks. ‘Take those off. I just cleaned the floor.’

    I ignore her question and repeat mine and it’s only when I have removed my socks, rolled them into a small ball and pushed them into my shoe, that she answers.

    ‘All your friends are going to be here,’ she says. ‘I have to make it special. That reminds me,’ she moves into the kitchen and gestures for me to follow. When I reach the door, she is leaning against the counter and holding up a stack of invitations. ‘I thought you said you had given them out already.’

    My heart jump-starts in my chest but I am prepared. ‘No one gives invitations anymore,’ I say. ‘That’s lame. Where did you find them anyway?’

    ‘You left them lying by your bed. You told your friends, didn’t you?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘How many?’

    ‘Too many to count,’ I can’t help but say.

    ‘Frances.’

    ‘Alright.’ I pretend to count in my head, judging the pile in her hands but there is only a clear, perfectly round zero swimming in my mind. ‘Around twenty.’

    I don’t know what will happen when she finds out I haven’t told anyone. That I have no one to tell.

    ‘Perfect.’ She is like a little girl, intertwining our arms and dragging me toward the oven. ‘I wanted it to be a surprise, but I’m just too excited.’ She points to the cake she has made and for the first time there is a small, horrible spark in me that wishes the day could turn out as it already has in her mind. It has two layers and the white, flake-shaped icing is soft and perfect, reminiscent of a bright and thick winter morning. The warmth of the kitchen smells like sugar and bread and I have to stop myself from reaching out to it.

    ‘It’s beautiful.’

    Her face glows and my rush of irritation comes back.

    ‘Can I go to my room now?’

    ‘But we still have those gift bags to do—’

    ‘I have a test next week that I have to study for.’

    The words die in her mouth and she turns back to the cake, nodding slightly. ‘Okay, whatever you want,’ and I pretend not to hear the dropping tone. I leave her standing in front of the cake, her hands twisting tightly around the plate and setting it in the corner near the window, where she can be sure no one will touch it until tomorrow.

    When I hear his voice downstairs, everything in me bursts into flight and the swift cheerfulness of it dissipates the nerves in my stomach that have been bothering me all week.

    ‘Where’s my birthday girl?’ The words dance themselves up the stairs.

    I am out and rushing down to collide into them, throwing myself into his arms where he catches me tightly to him.

    ‘It’s not my birthday yet,’ I say, but can’t help the shift in my emotions; the high color in my cheeks and the warm, circling pleasure in my stomach.

    ‘Then I guess you don’t want this just yet?’ He holds the present high over his head and I jump for it.

    ‘What is it?’

    ‘You’ll just have to wait until tomorrow, now that you’ve reminded me.’

    ‘No!’ I start to tickle him around his waist and he doubles over, laughing into my hair. His breath is hot against my scalp and he smells wonderfully familiar, peppermint, and instead of grabbing the gift, I put my arms around his neck and press my face to his cold cheek. He holds me there for a long moment before we hear footsteps and he shifts away. I take the opportunity to snatch the box from him and eagerly start to unwrap it.

    ‘What’s this?’ My mother comes over and kisses him quickly on the lips and I try not to look. I still feel the stinging roughness of his stubble against my forehead.

    ‘Just a small gift for my daughter.’ He wraps his arm around her narrow shoulders but she looks strained.

    ‘You never said.’

    ‘It’s just something I picked up on my way home from work,’ he answers quickly.

    I pull out a square, blue box with silver writing on it and toss the cover aside. I suck in the air around me. It’s a delicate, gold necklace and the charm that hangs from it is a long key. Nothing has ever felt so wonderful in my hands. It’s weightless and beautifully heavy at the same time.

    ‘Will you put it on for me?’

    ‘Of course.’ He lets go of my mother and comes around me, lifting my hair. When his fingers graze the back of my neck, I glance swiftly at my mother to see if she has noticed. But she is distracted, chewing her lip with her arms crossed tightly over her chest. He fastens the necklace and lets the hair drop back down around my shoulders. The chain is smooth and cold against my throat and I play with the charm.

    ‘It’s beautiful,’ I say, bringing his face down to kiss his cheek. ‘Thank you.’

    ‘It suits you,’ he lays a hand on my cheek. I start to dance out of the room but he stops me. ‘It’s from your mother too,’ he calls out. I pause, turn to her, but don’t go any closer.

    ‘Thank you.’

    ‘You’re welcome, darling.’

    As I move out of the foyer, I hear her turn to him in heated whispers. The angry sounds settle warmly in my chest and although I love the necklace he has bought me, the pleasure of it gets lost in the knowledge of her aggravated eyes and tight lips; slight yet significant actions that are just that small bit more wantingly beautiful.
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‌St Albert. April 1992

    He wakes me early the next day and I rouse to his face, blurred and close to mine. His finger is pressed against his lips. Ssh. Come on, let’s go, and for the first time, in the slanting darkness, as I struggle to pull on my pants through sleep-blind eyes, with him laughing and assisting me, I am excited that it’s my birthday.

    He takes my hand and leads me quietly down the stairs, and when we get to the door he helps me with my coat and pulls my hat down low and close to my ears. He bends, a strand of blond hair falling, as always, into his left eye and he kisses my nose.

    ‘Happy birthday, beautiful,’ and then we are outside, into the chilly, rain-coated morning with my hand securely in his, the warmth of his body warming mine. We walk hard and fast, basking in the absolute silence around us; the limitless freedom it provides as if all of it—the wet, gray street, those trees shiny with dew, the birds tilting their heads back to the lavender morning light—belong exclusively to us. We laugh and skip and hold tightly to each other, allowing everything to fall away behind us, seeing nothing but the pale pink fingers of sunrise creeping up ahead over the horizon, calling us forever forward.

    He takes me to the park, which is always at its most beautiful in the spring. Everything smells young and fresh; reborn after a harsh winter, eager to please. Once we reach it, our footsteps slow to a leisurely swing and we walk in comfortable silence with the occasional shared smile. As we turn the corner toward the small lake, he bounds a little ahead of me. Come here, I think I see a duck, and he looks brighter, sharper, surrounded by all this loveliness. His hair is a magic carpet of colors, sunflower blond with a chestnut tease, sliding into sophisticated silver whiskers at his temple. A throat that rises from the collar of his blue sweatshirt, stretching infinite and golden. He moves with such an assured grace that a part of me is jealous. Long, sturdy strides, arm outstretched behind him, calling to me. But I ignore him, wanting to watch him from a distance. Trying to figure out if the way I see him is the way other people do as well.

    He drops down, balancing steadily on his heels, and extends his palm to call the bird to him. Pushing through the brackish water, the bird flaps its wings noisily and approaches my father, cautious and staying just a little out of reach.

    ‘Aren’t you a pretty little thing?’ he says in that low-down voice, measured and slow, and the sound of it, the chuckle deep in his throat as the bird pushes its beak forward into his fingers, draws me to him. He wraps his arm around my waist as I approach and I lean my hip against his shoulder. For a long moment, the world falls still and smiles. I feel his eyes roving my face and my skin prickles in acknowledgment.

    ‘Fourteen years old,’ he shakes his head. There is a slight tremor along his upper lip and he gathers it between his teeth. ‘Time goes by so fast, doesn’t it?’ And he stares out into the spreading water, rippling in the wind. The sharp nub in his throat moves as he swallows hard. ‘Before you know it, you’ll be all grown up and forget about me.’ He stands up, dusts the dirt off his knees.

    ‘That could never happen,’ I say and my words are urgent. ‘We’re going to stay together forever.’

    He laughs at this but after glancing down at my face, he turns serious. ‘You shouldn’t say that.’

    ‘But it’s the truth.’

    He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and smiles a little sadly. I hold his hand and he brings my fingers up and kisses my palm. When he lets my arm drop to my side, I can’t read his expression. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘Let’s walk.’

    She is waiting for us when we get back, standing in the doorway and tapping her foot anxiously. She smiles as we get closer and holds out her arms.

    ‘Happy birthday, honey,’ gathering me close, pressing her cold and dry lips to my cheek. ‘I wish you had told me you were going out, I would have come with you.’

    ‘It was so early,’ my father moves behind her, kissing the top of her head and winking at me from above it. ‘I thought you might want to rest a little before the party.’

    At the mention of the party, my happiness from this morning turns sour. I had forgotten all about it.

    ‘Let me make you some breakfast,’ my mother says, pushing us inside and taking my coat. ‘What do you feel like? Pancakes?’

    I shake my head. ‘I’m not hungry.’

    ‘I can make it with the chocolate stuffing you love. We haven’t had that in a while,’ she continues, moving toward the stove.

    ‘I said I don’t want anything.’ The stiffness in my voice causes an awkward silence to fall over us. She stares at me and then, before she can speak, my father clears his throat.

    ‘Chocolate pancakes sound good, Annie,’ rolling up his sleeves. ‘Let me make them. You’ve been working so hard.’ He kisses her temple and cranes his neck back to look at me. ‘It’s not too late to change your mind, Fran.’

    I can’t help but smile, unable to refuse him. ‘Okay, just one.’

    I sit down at the dining table and it’s only then that I notice my grandmother, silent as ever, hunched over three balloons, struggling to tie them together.

    ‘Let me do it, Bubbie.’ I pry them gently from her old fingers and she pinches my chin, planting a wet kiss on my cheek. ‘Where do you want them?’ I ask, after I’m done. She points to the door. ‘You want me to hang them on the door?’ She shakes her head, thrusting her hand in the direction of the window, pointing out to the street. ‘Outside the door?’

    It has become easy to read her gestures; I don’t remember how we used to communicate before she stopped talking. At her nod, I get up and stick them to the outside of the door. One unties itself from the bunch and floats down the driveway. I let it go. It’s not like anyone is going to be looking for this party, anyway.

    I wonder what I will tell my mother; how long it will take for her to realize that all her hard work has gone to waste. Tears prick the back of my eyes when I think of the embarrassment I have yet to face, all the explaining I will have to do. And then I hear him calling my name, first pancake’s for the birthday girl, and I move back inside, into the direct line of his smile and it no longer matters that no one else is going to show up. As long as he is with me, nothing can go wrong. I kick the door swiftly with my foot, despite my mother’s repeated pleas not to do so, hearing the resolute slam as it shuts us away from the rest of the world, just as the first of our neighbors are beginning to stir and yawn awake.

    I have never really noticed the nature of silence before today. The mugginess of it; how uncomfortable it can sometimes make you, pressing down on your ears and your chest. How unbearably noisy it is.

    My mother goes to the window and leans out. ‘I don’t see anyone coming.’

    Bubbie is staring at me but I refuse to meet her eye. My father has gone into his study, grinning as he left, saying, ‘Don’t want to be in your way, ladies,’ and I wish that he had stayed.

    ‘I’m sure they’ll be here soon,’ I say, trying to keep the nervousness from my voice, hating her as I say it. Hating the way her black hair falls thick over one shoulder as she stretches further out, the shine of excitement across her cheek. The way her foot taps impatiently on the hardwood floor. ‘Stop doing that,’ I say irritably.

    She turns to me. ‘Don’t talk to me that way, young lady.’ Her voice shakes; she is still unused to my recent behavior.

    ‘Sorry.’

    She sighs and falls into a chair, glancing up at the clock. It’s one thirty. ‘Are you sure you told them twelve?’

    ‘Yes.’ I know I should just tell her. The longer I prolong her anticipation, the worse it will be. But I can’t bring myself to say the words and I wish that she would just give up, leave the table and never ask me about it again.

    At two fifteen, I pop one of the balloons that has drifted down from the corner of the ‘Happy Birthday’ banner. My father came out of his study twenty minutes ago and now he leans over the table, his fingers intertwined, trying to catch my roaming eye.

    ‘There’s something you’re not telling us.’

    ‘Maybe I got the day wrong.’

    ‘You forgot when your birthday was?’

    I look around the room. This morning, it had been beautiful. My mother had pushed back the heavy curtains in the dining room, letting the long, wide windows stand open, the clear, afternoon sun spilling through in a golden spotlight, warming everything it touched. The table was tastefully set; a new, white tablecloth and colorful plates and cups with matching napkins. An impressive crystal bowl held a large volume of bright pink punch in the center. The radio, having been brought down especially for this occasion, sat blinking red and quiet. There were balloons everywhere.

    But now, hours of waiting has caused the whole place to sag. The streamers are unpeeling from the walls and falling messily to the ground. My father helped himself to the punch and dropped some from the silver ladle, leaving a loud stain on the cloth. The house spreads, empty and wide. It has never seemed bigger.

    ‘Frances,’ my father says again, breaking through the cloudy fear in my mind. ‘Tell us what’s going on.’

    I play with the hem of my skirt. I am so nervous, I am close to tearing it apart. A million excuses fly through my mind, but none sits long enough to form into a possible story. In the end, I have to tell the truth. My mouth has gone dry and itchy.

    ‘No one is coming.’

    ‘What do you mean?’ My mother sits up straight, uncrosses her legs. ‘How do you know?’

    My face jerks up to hers and the look in my eyes makes her blink and turn a little away.

    ‘Because I didn’t ask anyone.’

    My confession sits heavy in the air; no one is sure how to react. Finally, she speaks.

    ‘You didn’t ask anyone.’ She repeats my words, letting each of them sit on her tongue for a prolonged moment.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘I don’t understand.’ I have never heard her voice so hard; nor seen the bright color of anger in her face. ‘Why not?’

    I can’t bring myself to tell her the truth. I can’t bear to hear it said out loud. ‘I told you I didn’t want to have a party, didn’t I?’ I am slightly shocked at the blankness in my voice; at the easy way I meet her eye while saying this. There is a small glint of pleasure that rushes through my body at the sight of her falling face.

    ‘How could you do this to me?’ Her voice rises; it becomes high-pitched and unsteady. ‘This whole week, you could’ve said something.’ She takes a deep breath, shakes her head. ‘You lied to me.’

    ‘Marienne.’ My father puts a hand on her shoulder. ‘Calm down,’ but she ignores him.

    ‘I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what I’ve done to make you want to be so cruel.’

    At this accusation, with him watching me so closely, I desperately wish I could tell her the truth, but it’s too late now and she might not believe me. Besides, I don’t want her pity.

    ‘I’m going upstairs,’ I say.

    ‘You’re not going anywhere.’

    I push the chair noisily away. ‘You can’t stop me.’

    My father catches her arm as she stands up. ‘Let her go, Annie.’ He isn’t looking at me; his eyes are trained on my mother, even though I am trying to catch his gaze. I need him to come with me but I know better than to ask.

    ‘What about all this food?’ She turns to him. ‘And the cake? What are we going to do with all of it? Do you know how long it took me to make it? I can’t just throw it away.’

    He thinks for a moment, pulling her down next to him and holding her hand. I don’t want to watch them but I can’t drag my eyes away.

    ‘Call the neighbors,’ he says. ‘Tell them we had a small party for Frances and there’s a lot of food left over.’ He gets up and starts to take down the decorations. I should be happy that this ordeal is finally coming to an end, but the absence of any friends has hurt me more than I expected and the act of him pulling everything down is like a tight pinch in the corner of my heart. ‘Melissa is always complaining we don’t invite her home anymore.’

    ‘Okay.’ She nods and starts to help him. ‘That’s a good idea.’ Their backs are turned to me and I have never felt more alone. I glance at Bubbie and she is sitting as calmly as always, her cool eyes upon my face. She is the only one who watches as the tears finally escape my chest and spill from my eyes. I clamp my hand down on my mouth to catch the sob bursting through, turning to run up the stairs before I give myself away.

    When he finally comes, it’s later than usual and I turn on my side, pretending to be asleep. I feel the light graze of his fingertips on my back, the hot air of his whisper. His breath is sweet and thick and the commotion of people from the dinner party they had without me is still fresh in his veins.

    ‘Are you awake?’

    I want to ignore him but the muscles in my neck move alone in a slow nod. Yes, of course I am.

    He lifts the covers and slides into the space I have left for him. His body curls around mine, his arm going around the entire length of my waist. He kisses my neck quickly but warmly and my body exhales into his chest. I try to turn and face him but he holds me firmly in place.

    ‘First, tell me what happened today.’

    Hot tears form in the corners of my already burning eyes and block my throat. From my position, I can make out the dark image of us in my mirror. His long leg thrown over mine, the perfect arch of his foot reflecting in the moonlight, smooth as bone-china. My head nestled against his chest, in between his wide, accommodating shoulders. Having him so close makes the truth easier to handle.

    ‘I didn’t ask anyone.’

    ‘I know that.’ His voice is soothing, low and sinking into the darkness. ‘Why not?’

    ‘Nobody likes me.’ My few tears have turned into full-fledged sobs. I can hardly breathe. It’s a pain so acute; such a deep hole of loneliness, that I can never imagine getting over it. ‘I didn’t ask them because I knew they wouldn’t come.’

    ‘What about Kylie? She used to be over here all the time.’

    ‘We’re not friends anymore.’

    ‘Why not?’ There is an edge of concern in his voice but he hides it well.

    ‘They all say I’m strange. And they made her believe it too.’ Here, I stop myself. I cannot tell him what really happened. A quick memory of that hazy afternoon flashes through my mind and I blink it away. I turn in his arms and this time, he lets me. He rests his chin on top of my head.

    ‘When did this happen?’

    ‘I can’t remember,’ I answer. ‘It’s been a while, I guess.’

    ‘You know it’s not true, right?’ His hand runs under my hair and rubs in slow circles down my back. ‘You know how lovely you are.’

    ‘Then how come you didn’t defend me today?’ I look up at him, pushing against his chest. ‘You just stood there and let her shout at me.’

    He doesn’t answer. Instead, that familiar, agonizing look comes across his face and his fingers slip into mine. The pillow beneath me falls silently to the floor and the events of the day become insignificant.

    I feel the roughness of the sheets tangling around my feet, the slick heaviness against my skin that I missed all day. The long sighs of the night, so close and loving in my ear, fill my heart with blood and happiness. I see, from the corner of my eye, the luminous glow of my fake galaxy above us; watch as it expands and blurs, finally bursting into infinite space. There is a shot through me; I gasp. Nothing more needs to be said.

    When it’s time for him to leave, he kisses my nose lightly. His bare feet hit the floor with hardly a sound. ‘Goodnight, darling,’ and the door closes just as silently behind him. I roll into the warm valley his body has made in the mattress, and miss him so much, it hurts everywhere.
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    After my father tells my mother the real reason for me not inviting anyone to the party, she insists on dropping me to school the following Monday. She parks the car and we both sit in silence, watching as the students swarm by, giggling and shoving one another. One boy slams into her window and she jumps in surprise, letting out a little shout. I can’t help but laugh.

    ‘There’s Kylie,’ she says, pointing to a brown-haired girl hoisting her backpack further up her shoulder. My mother shouts her name before I can stop her. The whole student body seems to stop moving as pale green eyes search the crowd, finally falling upon us. Kylie gives a meek wave, not meeting my eye, and then someone beside her says something and her face breaks out into a mean, little laugh. My heart constricts and I turn away. ‘She didn’t even come and say hi.’ My mother sounds hurt. ‘I really should tell Heather to teach her daughter some manners.’

    ‘I told you, she isn’t talking to me anymore.’ I unlock the door. ‘Can I go now?’

    ‘Maybe I should come in and talk to the principal.’ She is chewing her lip thoughtfully.

    ‘So he can force Kylie to be my friend again?’

    ‘I’m sure there’s something he can do,’ she shrugs helplessly.

    I get out of the car, slamming the door and then leaning in through the window. ‘Please, just go home.’

    ‘I want to know what happened, Frances.’ She leans forward, puts her cool hand on mine. Her gold bangles dance and shimmer in the sunlight. ‘I’m worried about you. I just want to make it better.’

    ‘Right now you’re only making it worse,’ I snap. ‘I’ll see you this evening.’

    ‘Frances, listen to me—’ she starts to say.

    ‘Bye.’ I throw myself into the moving mass outside the car, getting lost in it.

    At the top of the school stairs, I turn to see her green sedan slowly reversing out of the parking lot and, with a sharp swerve, it turns the corner and disappears from view. I wait for a few moments to make sure she isn’t coming back and when I’m certain the coast is clear, I run back down and slip out of the gates, hiding among the numerous students coming in, heading fast back in the direction I came.

    I am stopped in my tracks when I spot Kylie and one of her new friends. They are hiding out in the field; her friend is attempting to balance on a fallen log, her arms outstretched and circling her body like a falling helicopter. Her eyes look up and see me.

    ‘Hey, Ky, isn’t that your old friend?’ She stops walking and grins at me; her teeth are broken and brown. Kylie turns and I see that she has a cigarette tucked between her fingers. She throws it down when she sees me and her face closes up in embarrassment.

    ‘What are you doing?’ I ask.

    ‘Who are you, her mother?’ The girl on the log sneers.

    Kylie looks at me and those green eyes I know so well cause me to cast my look downward in shame. We had been friends ever since childhood and it still surprises me how abruptly it all came to an end; that I was the one to blame.

    She had come over to my house a few weekends ago and we had been lying on the bed, talking about something that is now lost in everything that happened after. The sun was in her face, casting her features into beautiful shadows. I don’t know what it was that made me lean in and kiss her; what terrible force grabbed my hand and moved it up to her chest. Recently, the impulse to touch someone, not only her, but other people too, had become too strong for me to resist. I couldn’t always wait until night time and even then, sometimes, he never came.

    ‘What are you doing?’ One minute she had been lying beside me, and the next, she was standing at the edge of my bed, clutching her arms around her.

    ‘Come on.’ I had been so brazen, so full of something hot. ‘It’s fun, I promise.’

    ‘How would you know?’

    I met her eye and refused to answer. She grabbed her bag, not looking at me. ‘I don’t know what’s gotten into you recently, but I think they’re right.’ Her voice trembled and there were tears in her eyes.

    ‘Who?’ I sat up straight, narrowing my eyes.

    ‘Everyone at school. They all warned me about you—said how strange you were.’ She was going for the door. ‘I should’ve listened.’

    ‘Wait, Kylie,’ I protested weakly, not really caring at that moment if she stayed or not, because despite everything she might have thought, she wasn’t the one that I wanted.

    Now she stands in front of me, picking up her cigarette and blowing the dirt off it. She puts it back in her mouth and inhales with a dry cough. I can’t help but think how ridiculous she looks.

    ‘What do you want?’ she asks.

    I don’t want to tell them where I am really going; I don’t want anyone else discovering my secret cave. ‘I followed you to apologize,’ I say instead. ‘I really miss you, Kylie.’

    ‘We all know how you feel about Kylie,’ the girl on the log snickers, stepping down. I notice how heavy her foot is in her black boot; the way it slams down on the ground and brings the dust up around it.

    ‘It’s none of your business,’ I snap back, horrified at the thought that Kylie has told her what happened.

    ‘Actually, it is.’ She puts an enormous arm around Kylie and I think I see Kylie shrink a little away. ‘We’re friends now.’

    ‘Kylie, about what happened,’ I decide to ignore the other girl. ‘It didn’t mean anything, I promise.’

    ‘That’s funny.’ The huge girl comes forward and before I can react, she grabs the hair at the base of my neck and tilts my head so far back that I feel the pressure of it in my eyes. I stay perfectly still. ‘Because usually when you kiss someone, it means a lot. When you touch someone,’ her eyes fall to my chest, ‘there, it sure as hell means something.’

    ‘Well you would know,’ I retort, refusing to show her how frightened I am. But there is something about this scenario that also excites me. ‘I heard you’re into that kind of thing.’

    She yanks my hair and throws me to the ground. My arm scrapes painfully against the dirt; I feel specks of it drag along my exposed nerves and I cry out despite myself. I attempt to push myself up but she kneels down and shoves me in the chest so that I end up sprawled once more on the reddish mud. I’m not sure how I’m going to explain the rust color of my socks to my mother. ‘Get lost,’ she says in a low growl. ‘Kylie doesn’t want to speak to you anymore, got it?’ Then she turns to my old friend and gestures with her head. ‘Come on, before they notice we’re missing.’

    I meet Kylie’s eyes once more and the coldness in them hurts more than anything. ‘Leave me alone, Frances,’ she says quietly, dropping the still burning cigarette at my side and stepping over me. I shut my eyes against the hot sunlight and when I open them again, they’re gone.

    I make my way home early; the cut on my arm is burning now and has turned into an ugly purple bruise along its edges. My mother’s shift starts at two o’clock so I leave the cave at that time, knowing she’ll be gone by the time I get back and that Bubbie will not say anything.

    My grandmother is making beans on toast when I come through the door and I lean against the kitchen doorframe, watching her poor and bent body, the lugging motion of her feet, and I wonder what has happened in her life to make her so sad. She turns at that moment and I hold up my arm, shrugging and trying to laugh.

    She motions for me to come in and reaches into a cupboard for our medicine box. Then, she points to the seat next to her and I slide in. She picks up my arm and studies it closely.

    ‘Gym class,’ I lie. ‘We were playing soccer outside and I fell.’

    She doesn’t say anything to me, instead, pouring a generous amount of antiseptic onto a cotton swab and before I have time to think, she rubs it against my torn skin and I try to pull away in pain. But her fingers are like thirsty roots that anchor my hand in place. She pauses, looks up and shakes her head firmly, so I stop struggling. When she is done, she applies a cold, soothing cream and covers it with a bandage. I sag against my chair, exhausted. She notices my socks and then holds out her palm. I give them up gratefully.

    ‘Thank you.’

    She gets up and presses her wet lips to my forehead, cradling my head against her and my arms go around her bony waist. Then she draws her head back and in that one second of silence, with nothing but the light chirping of birds outside, I know she is getting ready to tell me something. Her mouth starts to move but I can’t tell at first if it’s a twitch from old age or if she is trying to form words; because some things need to be said out loud. They cannot afford to be miscommunicated. Her fingers tighten their hold around my neck and a dark urgency draws across her eyes. There is a deep strange gurgling beginning in her throat and her eyes dash from side to side, as if she is no longer in control of her body. The noise, odd as it is, reminds me that I have missed the sound of her voice; that she used to sing me to sleep sometimes, but I also have an inkling of what she wants to tell me and I don’t want to hear it.

    ‘Are you making beans on toast?’ I ask, jumping down from the stool and going to the stove. ‘Because I’m starving.’

    She stares after me a little forlornly, dazed by the passion that consumed her seconds ago. Then she nods and moves slowly to the pot, making a spooning action with her hand and then pointing at me. I smile, relieved to have her back.

    ‘Yes, I’d love some.’

    She goes back to stirring and the moment is lost.

    That night, I clutch to him tighter than ever. I tell him what happened and he listens with his cheek pressed to mine. I check the time to see how long we have until my mother comes back from work; it’s only nine o’clock, which gives us two hours. But hospital work is unexpected. Sometimes, she comes home as late as early morning, rubbing her bleary eyes, still glowing from the excitement of an emergency. When I was younger, I used to wait out on the step for her, holding my eyelids open to fight off sleep. But now, I find myself hoping for a bus collision or a premature birth—anything that will keep her busy.

    Bubbie is already asleep. We can hear her gentle snoring coming under the door, assuring us that we are safe. His hand trails down my arm, passes lovingly over the bandage as I talk. I am not even sure if he is listening.

    Finally, he turns to me. ‘I have a mind to go and talk to the principal about that girl.’ My heart soars when I hear the angry undertone of his voice.

    ‘I’m okay,’ I say, curling up into his arm and thinking that for right now, this is all that matters. I feel his chest swell beneath my cheek, quiver for a moment and then he lets it go with a long, rapid whoosh.

    ‘You,’ he looks at me tentatively and I see the worry in his eyes. ‘I wanted to ask you—you haven’t told anyone about,’ he stops again, lowers his voice to barely a whisper. ‘Us?’

    ‘Of course not.’ I shake my head vehemently. ‘You know I wouldn’t do that. You asked me not to.’

    ‘Good.’ He gives me a small kiss but he is distracted. He turns away, lost in thought. ‘Because you know, people just won’t understand.’

    ‘No,’ I reply, marveling at how special our relationship is; how the secrecy makes it all the more exciting. ‘I guess they won’t.’
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    The blood comes late and with the end of spring. The rain looks blue through the tinted window above the bathtub. I always forget to draw the curtains and I don’t do it now because I am too busy staring down at my stained underwear. What an ordinary brown. I had hoped my insides would be beautiful; wet, shiny and ruby red like my mother’s lips. This brownish, chipped stain doesn’t make me feel like a woman. I rub my fingers against it and then hold them to my nose. I like how it smells; like something old, full of the women who have come before me and those who are still waiting.

    I call out for Bubbie because she is the only one home. My mother is at one of the neighbor’s houses, after promising to help them prune their roses, and I’m glad I don’t have to share this with her. I stretch toward the door knob, pushing it open and settling back when I hear the quiet shuffling of her feet. I feel wings of nervous excitement pound against my chest and I can’t help but smile widely as my grandmother peers through the door. Her gray hair falls loose and surprisingly thick over her thin shoulders.

    ‘Come in,’ I mouth the words, so used to her silence that I sometimes stop talking around her. I point giddily with my hands and when she comes closer, I thrust my finger downward. ‘Look what’s happened.’

    Bubbie stares at me through her curtain of silver and her mouth twitches and her eyes jerk up to meet mine. My heart vibrates in silent anticipation. Welcome, Frances! You’re finally here. Instead, she begins to cry; slumping against the sink and holding her head in her hands.

    ‘Bubbie!’ I am alarmed, thinking that perhaps something has gone wrong—that this isn’t what I thought it was.

    She grabs my cheek and turns it sharply upward. She says something and, at first, I am too distracted by the foreign sound of her voice—reedy and unsure—that I don’t hear what she says.

    ‘You tell your father about this, sweetheart, you hear?’ She knocks me gently on the chin. ‘The pads are under the sink.’

    My grandmother, talking for the first time in three years; her words are rusty and seem to belong to the past. They bounce uncomfortably off her tongue. She makes a move to say more and I lean forward, but then she is backing quickly out, anxious eyes darting everywhere, terrified of the ghostly reverberation of her words.

    When I emerge fifteen minutes later with thick cotton between my legs and an ache for her to refer to me so affectionately once more, I find that her voice has receded into the pinkish depths of her throat and I know it’s never coming back.

    I decide not to follow Bubbie’s advice, so my first few days of womanhood pass in a whirlwind of secret-keeping; a memory that is entirely my own. To my parents, I am still their little girl, but away from them, in school, I grow and swell and burst open. I love feeling the blood against me; it’s warm and thick and sometimes it pushes forward with such intensity that I have to cross my legs in an effort to contain it. It transforms me from freckled-nose Frances into someone resembling my mother. I begin to walk like her, hips swaying, and sit like her, one leg crossed over the other. I catch people staring at me the way they look at her; with a mixture of awe and desperation in their eyes. I steal her sunglasses and wear them during lunch, sprawling my new body over the sweet-smelling grass. Love notes have started to slip into my locker, you are a red-headed goddess; be mine, Frances McDermott; you have sexy legs. Boys whistle as I walk by and even girls, wanting to benefit from my new position, shyly offer up gifts of lipsticks and chocolates.

    I fall in love with myself in front of the mirror, brushing my hair and smiling. You’re beautiful, you know that? Almost overnight, my features cross the line from awkward to pretty and my body settles into an easy gracefulness that people seem to admire.

    One lazy lunchtime, I am lying on the school quad, feeling the sun burn through my skin. It plays games behind my eyes, forming confusing red images that streak and tease the insides of my lids and, no matter how hard I try, I cannot figure out what they’re supposed to be.

    ‘Hello.’

    A shadow comes across my face and my eyes flicker open. I hold up my palm to shield my gaze from the light and I see a big smile and a head of dark, curly hair.

    ‘Hi.’

    ‘I’m Tom.’ The boy falls down next to me. He tries to cross his legs but they are too long so he ends up sprawling them in front of him. I know who he is; Tom Porter, the over-confident and charming senior that every girl has her eye on. What I don’t know is why he is talking to me.

    ‘Frances,’ I say.

    ‘Nice shades.’ The way he is grinning at me makes my body stir pleasantly. It reminds me of someone else.

    ‘Thanks.’ From the corner of my eye, I see Kylie coming down the path and I sit up, leaning closer to Tom, wanting her to see me. ‘You can borrow them anytime.’

    He laughs warmly and, as I hoped, Kylie’s ears prick at the sound and her eyes shoot toward us. For a moment, our gazes meet and I smile in triumph before turning back to Tom. I know that she has liked him for a long time. We spent countless nights talking about the way his hair fell perfectly to the side in a thick wave. The length of his body and how it made everyone and everything around him seem small and insignificant. Rather, Kylie did and I listened, wondering if she felt the same way about him—the heady, painful joy that I had only recently discovered myself. I am glad I have this opportunity to hurt her, after what she has done to me.

    ‘How come I’ve never seen you around before?’ he asks, leaning back on his elbows and tilting his face up to mine.

    ‘Maybe you weren’t looking.’

    He laughs again and Kylie rushes down the path, her pace angry. We lapse into silence after that. Now that there is no longer someone to put a show on for, I have lost interest. So I settle back down and close my eyes. I can feel him watching me closely.

    ‘What are you doing on Saturday?’ he asks.

    ‘I don’t know. Why?’

    ‘Do you want to come to a party with me?’ There is a sliver of doubt in his voice and it is pleasing to think that he is nervous around me. I stare at him through the dark lenses for a long time. A part of me wants to say yes. To hold his arm and go to this party. To feel everyone’s eyes on me and have them take notice and be envious of what I have. But it also feels like a betrayal. I know my father won’t like it and the thought of him being angry with me makes me shake my head.

    ‘I’m sorry, I’m busy.’

    ‘You just said you weren’t sure what you were doing.’ There is a whiny note to his voice that irritates me. I shrug, getting up and dusting the grass off my skirt. His eyes linger for a second too long and a hotness starts to spread down to my knees. ‘I just remembered I have some family stuff going on. Sorry.’ I throw the bag over my shoulder. ‘See you around, Tom.’

    I feel his eyes bearing into my back as I walk away from him. My body takes on a form and gait of its own; straightening up and sliding into an unabashed confidence I have never had. I have never felt more powerful.

    When I get home, I find Tom sitting at the dining table with my mother. He gives me a wink as I come through the front door.

    ‘I was just telling your mother about the party on Saturday night,’ he tells me.

    ‘Sounds like fun, darling,’ my mother says, blowing a cloud of smoke in front of her eyes. She reaches her arm out to stub her cigarette in the ashtray and Tom’s eyes follow her movements; keenly watch the fingers twist the butt around and around to make sure it is completely out; see the way they turn up in gleeful surprise to the curve of her chest, suddenly exposed because a draft of wind comes through the open window and blows her hair back.

    ‘Yes,’ I say, wanting him to look at me that way instead. ‘Yes, it does sound like fun. Of course I’ll go with you, Tom.’

    ‘Really?’ At first, he sounds doubtful, but then he clears his throat and his face is shining with a smile again. It really is a lovely grin. ‘I’ll pick you up at eight then.’ He stands up and straightens out his polo shirt. ‘Great to meet you, Mrs. McDermott.’

    ‘Likewise.’ After her cigarette, her voice is husky and slow. If I felt powerful before in front of Tom, now I am just a little girl thrown into shadow by this startling woman blinking her long lashes expertly. I don’t look at her when he leaves and when she says to me, ‘Lovely boy, isn’t he?’ I sneer at the ground.

    ‘Don’t you think he’s a bit young for you?’ and then I turn and stalk out before she has a chance to answer.

    When my father comes home, he is angry.

    ‘I don’t want a boy like that with my daughter. For God’s sake, Marienne.’ I watch him from the top of the stairs, as he paces angrily back and forth, pushing his hands through his hair, pausing to stare at her. ‘What were you thinking?’

    ‘It’s about time she started making some new friends.’ My mother stands calmly in front of him, unaffected by his anger. ‘I’m just doing what I think is best for our daughter.’

    ‘So you’re letting her go to some party with some…’ He throws his hands up in the air, waves them around, lost for words. ‘Some cocky sixteen-year-old?’

    ‘He seems like a sweet boy,’ she replies. ‘Besides, there’ll be a chaperone there.’

    ‘I don’t have to go,’ I interject from my position, staring down at them. I don’t want to upset him.

    ‘You’re going,’ she calls up firmly, turning back to my father. ‘She’s going, James,’ she repeats, placing a hand on his upper arm before turning to come up the stairs. When she passes me, she reaches out to stroke my hair but I move away from her. He stares up at me for a long time, something tight in his jaw, and when he comes up, he goes by me without a word and slams the door so that I can’t hear them anymore.

    My mother finds out about my period when I leave a mark of red on the cream chair.

    ‘Honey?’

    I turn to look from the chair to her hopeful face and I feel happy that I get to ruin this moment for her.

    ‘I already know.’

    ‘You know?’ She is visibly shocked; she looks at me as if she can’t really see me; as if I don’t belong to her.

    ‘I’ve had it for four days now.’

    ‘How come you never told me?’ she asks. ‘How did you even know what to do?’

    ‘You weren’t home,’ I shrug. ‘So I told Bubbie and she helped me. It’s not a big deal.’

    ‘Bubbie?’ My mother’s face crosses with confusion. She turns to my grandmother, who is sitting in her rocking chair by the T.V., staring at the blank screen. When she notices us watching, she turns. ‘How did Bubbie help?’

    I want to tell her but there is a look in my grandmother’s eyes, a slight shake of her head, that stops me.

    ‘Elsie?’ My mother calls to my grandmother but is met with a resolute silence. Her old back turns to us once again. ‘Did she talk to you?’ she asks me.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Frances, if she did, you have to tell me.’

    ‘Look, I figured it out myself. It wasn’t hard.’

    My mother walks to the sink and takes a dish towel that is neatly folded on the drying rack and puts it under the tap. She stays there for longer than necessary, allowing the water to run down her arms and splash against the metal sides of the basin. Then she wrings out the towel and dabs it gently at the chair.

    ‘You should have said something to me,’ she says finally.

    ‘Sorry.’ I resist the urge to smirk at her. After the incident with Tom, I am angrier with her than ever. Last night, my father had sat in the chair at my desk, not moving or talking, just straight and serious, staring at his own reflection. I was too self-conscious to ask him to come any closer; too afraid of being rejected. After thirty minutes, he stirred and I sat up straight.

    ‘I guess you don’t need me anymore,’ he said and left, even though my mother wasn’t due back home for another three hours.

    Now, she stands close to me, rubbing the seat too hard. ‘These things—they’re important to talk about.’ She pauses, falters slightly. Then she looks at me and blinks hard. ‘I’m your mother, Frances.’

    ‘I’ll remember that next time,’ I say.

    ‘Good.’ She drops the towel onto the chair, leaving it to soak into the material which I know will only make the stain darker. She holds out her arms and I have no choice but to walk into them. ‘I’m really glad, sweetheart,’ she says. She sighs into my ear and I can feel her smiling against it. Maybe she thinks things will change between us now—that it will go back to how it used to be—but if there is one person my new state has made me dislike, it is my mother. I become aware of how beautiful she is; the perfect angles of her face and the wonderful slopes of her body—how different she is from my freckled paleness. I see the way she strokes my father’s thigh and whispers in his ear, her full lips grazing his skin. When she tells him my secret, I hate her. When she says, maybe she’s too old for story time now, I am sure she is punishing me for not telling her. When he stops coming, I am convinced I will die.

    Tom picks me up in his father’s sky-blue Chevrolet. I feel my father watching me as I rush toward the door in my new white dress and it makes me smile.

    ‘Don’t be late,’ he calls out to me. His voice is stern and strong and it’s all I can do to keep from shutting the door and locking Tom out.

    Tom has sprayed the inside of his car with cologne and he apologizes every time I sneeze. The party is at Ian Davy’s house. His parents are out of town and the chaperones are his eighteen-year-old cousins. Tom grins at me from the side of his face. ‘Do you think your mother bought it?’

    ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’ I answer and his smile quivers, unsure of what my tone means. So I smile reassuringly at him and he turns back to driving.

    ‘I feel bad lying to her about it, though.’ He squints through the darkness in front of us. ‘But I’m glad you came.’

    We drive the rest of the way mainly in silence and join the party in the backyard with a swimming pool and the full moon. A tide of girls greets me as I come through the back door. Frances, let me get you a drink. Frances, that dress is amazing. Frances, you’re so lucky you came with Tom, girls I have never met before, those ones who have previously snickered behind my back, are now all vying for my attention. It feels a little uncomfortable, after all these months spent being unnoticed, to suddenly being liked; to be wanted by almost everyone. I see Kylie and her friend standing in a corner. They look at me then turn to each other in whispers and I shift my gaze from them and don’t look back for the rest of the night.

    I notice that the pool is in the shape of a whale and that a barbeque pit sits right at the tip of its tail, where most of the boys and Ian’s older cousins are standing. The garden is surrounded by a fence covered in thick vines of purple flowers that curl upward and make me feel as if I am in a soft, closed off world, away from everything outside.

    Tom hands me my first drink and I choke on it. I have my second and the hot liquid forces my eyes and throat to close. After my third one, my world descends into a tornado of bliss and by the fourth, everything has sunk into a haze except the solid feel of Tom’s hand through the thin material of my dress. Someone shows me how to smoke a cigarette and then teaches me how to get rid of the smell by running perfume-laced fingertips through my hair. Voices blend together and stretch out around me but Tom’s voice is steady and sure in my ear. Come with me, Frances. He joins our fingers together and leads me through the house. Past the glass coffee tables and the white couches in the living room. The dining area with its long mahogany table and eight chairs, even though Ian is an only child. I wonder if they have dinners here with those same cousins outside; if they have a large, extended family that comes over every Sunday for barbequing and smoking. I wonder if he is as lonely as I am. Through the kitchen with its French windows and spacious island, yellow daises in a black vase sitting on its top.

    We climb the stairs into Ian’s room and I don’t have time to breathe before Tom’s mouth is on mine. I feel his tongue pressing against the roof of my mouth, the sides of it, forcing and unkind. His breath isn’t soft but labored and erratic. He sounds like a stupid animal. My name escapes his lips but it doesn’t come out right because he doesn’t love me. He takes my hand and puts it to his trousers, breathing through his teeth. A part of me is excited by this, but mostly, I just want him to stop and I try to pull away, but his fingers keep my head locked where it is. His hand finds its way to the band of the elasticated underwear I stole from my mother and I try to stop him but it’s too late. I feel his fingers pushing up inside me; his legs are forcing mine apart. Get off, get off. I bite into his shoulder and he shouts before shoving me away. The hole is beginning to rip my stomach to shreds, screaming out his name. Tom tries to reach for me again but I snap at his fingers, my teeth grazing his skin.

    ‘You’re fucking crazy,’ he says and he is gone. I fall to the floor, hugging my knees to my chest.

    You’re the only one that I want.

    Tom drops me home and hands me a breath mint without looking at me.

    ‘I don’t want your mother thinking I’m a bad influence.’

    I slam the door, running up the porch steps as I hear him drive away. My father is waiting up for me, sitting in almost complete darkness. The only source of light comes from the houses opposite and from passing cars that shine triangles of gold through the spaces in our curtains. They stroke his throat, caressing his perfect, pear-shaped Adam’s apple, my favorite part of him.

    He hears me come in and I see his back tighten at the sound.

    ‘Did he do anything to you?’ he asks and his voice is full. I shake my head, stepping into his view. ‘Don’t lie to me, Frances.’

    ‘I promise, he didn’t.’

    He stands up but doesn’t come near me. He looks away. ‘Go to your room.’

    ‘Will you come?’ It is the first time I have ever asked him. I can see the shock on his face.

    ‘No, Frances.’

    I start to cry and he is beside me in an instant. Hush baby, it’s okay. His arms are bigger than Tom’s and fit around my entire body. ‘I’m sorry, but we can’t do this anymore.’

    I take his hand and put it under my dress, amazed at my own boldness. His strong fingers slide into me and I let my head fall against his shoulder. The days have stretched on forever without you, but now you are here and they have stopped and become full. He tears his hand away and steps back. His blue eyes are wide with horror and his chest rises and falls too quickly. I smile at him even though he refuses to meet my eye. I turn and leave slowly. After a second or two, he turns off all the lights and follows.
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    The notes have stopped filtering into my locker. Although I still get offers from boys to meet them behind the bleachers or to let them drive me home, my status has been diminished, reduced to that weird girl from the party—you didn’t hear what she did? and once again, everyone leaves me alone. It doesn’t affect me much; being alone has become a natural state for me and I don’t mind it any longer. I am too busy always thinking of him, itching to be back home where I know I will only have to wait a couple of hours before he is sliding out of his coat and smiling at me. And only a few hours after that, he will be in my bed and he will touch me and everything else will be forgotten.

    Every night except Wednesdays.

    ‘Let’s go to the movies,’ she says, her eyes hopeful and excited. ‘We haven’t done anything as a family in so long.’ She looks at the three of us expectantly.

    ‘Okay.’ His smile is uncomfortable and he ends up licking his lips nervously. He tries to look at Bubbie but she is quietly pushing food around her plate.

    Last night I made a sound. He clamped his hand down tightly over my mouth and I tried not to giggle.

    ‘Sorry,’ I whispered, throwing my body back on the pillow. ‘It couldn’t be helped.’ As I did this, I caught a reflection of myself in the mirror and had to blink twice to make sure it was me. The person staring back didn’t look like a girl anymore.

    He got up quickly, his eyes darting around the room like he didn’t know where he was or what had just happened. He crept to the door and pressed his ear against it and then, all of a sudden, jumped back.

    ‘What was that?’

    ‘What was what?’

    ‘I heard something.’

    ‘You’re just imagining it—there’s no one there.’

    He opened the door slowly and I started to stop him but he looked so determined, so frightened, that I didn’t. ‘I’m going to bed now,’ he whispered. ‘Goodnight.’

    Now, his eyes are searching her old and empty face, trying to gauge if she heard us, but she keeps her head down, piercing her food with her fork.

    ‘What do you say, Mom?’ he asks. His voice trembles and he stops, annoyed. ‘Do you want to go?’

    My mother and I look at him. Why are you asking her? She won’t answer you, you know that.

    Bubbie shakes her head slowly.

    ‘What was that?’

    Silence. His chest flares.

    ‘I didn’t hear you. What did you say?’

    My mother puts a hand out to stop him. ‘James, what are you doing?’ but he brushes her away.

    ‘Speak up woman. Marienne asked you a question.’ He stood up and leaned over the table at her. ‘It’s been three years since you’ve said a word and I’m sick of it. All I’m asking is for a simple yes or no. You want to go or not? It’s as easy as that.’

    Bubbie sits back in her chair and closes her eyes. He bangs his fist down on the table so that everything hops up noisily and then clatters back down. I press my knees together to stop the flooding in my stomach. His eyes are a lovely dark color when he is angry.

    ‘Say something, for God’s sake!’ he shouts. ‘Anything. Don’t you have something you want to say to me?’

    She straightens up and her lips begin to move. For one, awful moment, I think that she will say something. His jaw slackens and his eyes drop and she turns back to eating.

    ‘James,’ my mother glances apologetically at Bubbie. ‘Stop it. Just stop.’ She rises and puts a hand to his cheek. I have to contain myself in my seat. ‘It was only a suggestion.’

    He pushes his plate away. ‘No. We’re going. She doesn’t have to come.’ He looks at me and there is something attractive in the way his lips are held tightly together; something desirable in the way he addresses me so harshly. ‘Get your coat, Frances. Let’s go.’ 
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