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For my mom and dad



PART ONE




1


Sometimes in the morning, while she waited for her brother to get out of the bathroom, Meredith Oliver would stand in front of her bureau mirror, lock eyes with her reflection, and say, “This is me. This is really me. Right now. This is me. This is my real life. This is me.”

She would say these things to herself because she liked the moment when she suddenly became uncertain that those things she was saying were in fact true, liked the way it made her feel unmoored, the hole of doubt that opened up inside her, and the wind that blew through that hole. It was a physical sensation, as real as cresting the first incline of a roller coaster, the momentum shift from ascending to descending. It was, Meredith had decided, precisely like sucking on a giant, whole-body Mentho-Lyptus cough drop, the way it cleared her out, head to toe. And she liked equally—not more and not less, because it was just the same sensation backward—the moment she became re-certain that those things were true—this is me, this is really me—when the hole closed, and the anchor caught, and she could smell the eggs her father was scrambling downstairs.

Meredith had been doing the mirror thing for as long as she could remember, on mornings both ordinary (today, for instance) and memorable (first days of school, birthdays, etc). Sometimes she went months without doing it, and then she’d resume for no reason she could name, and she did not think of it as a game or a habit or a meditation, but only her mirror thing. But even during those times when she called on it most, she didn’t do it every day. She didn’t want the trick to wear out. She suspected that if she overused it, it would lose its magic.

This morning the shower roared to life, the pipes humming with heat. This was encouraging, despite the fact that it would delay her from using the bathroom herself. Since Evan’s injury, Meredith could read his mood, predict how the day would go, by how much of his morning bathroom routine was completed. Because the bathroom was situated between their two bedrooms, the entire routine could easily be monitored by sound alone. Some days were pill-only days, the creak of the medicine cabinet opening, the rattle of the bottle, two seconds of running water—just long enough for him to gather a handful to wash down the pill, no cup required—the creak of the cabinet closing, followed by . . . silence. No brushing of teeth, no shower, no shave. On those days he might just go back to bed, and then there would be a half hour of sitcom-worthy upstairs/downstairs, first her mother up and down, then her father up and down, then her mother again, the anxiety rising with every trip, a variety of knocks (the breakfast-is-waiting, the tender-but-firm, the we-know-you-can-hear-us), an assortment of appeals (“Evan, sweetie . . .” “Hey, pal . . .” “Getting late, kiddo . . .” “Evan, I’m serious . . .”). Often this was still happening when Meredith left the house to walk to school, her brother already tardy (the high school started a half hour earlier than the middle school), her parents playing out precisely the same scene they’d played out on the last pill-only day. But thankfully, Meredith thought, the pill-only days were now fewer and further between. Now most days were at least pill-and-toothbrush days, and after one round of upstairs/downstairs Evan would appear at the kitchen table, unshaven but otherwise only marginally disheveled, his good eye flitting toward the clock every few minutes, sometimes a few lame jokes or minor complaints about the weather or the consistency of his eggs.

Meredith suspected that he got up now more often than not because he’d decided, maybe even subconsciously, that school was a better place for him to pass the day than home. Everywhere he spent any time at all—home, school, gym, hospital—was a delicate balance of distraction versus reminder, but at least at school the distractions were constant and diverse, a barrage coming at such a rapid-fire pace that sometimes he probably forgot for seconds or minutes about what had happened.

This day, Wednesday, there was brushing and showering and even the on-and-off water of a shave, which suggested not only a sulky resignation to, but perhaps actual interest in, the day, something he was looking forward to. Maybe it was the sunshine blazing through the bedroom windows. Maybe there was a party this weekend. Maybe there was a girl he wanted to talk to. Maybe his headache was just a dull pulse, an echo of pain more than the pain itself.

She didn’t blame him for going back to bed some mornings, or for his sulky resignation. She was not selfish enough to think him selfish. She liked to believe she was the only person in the world who truly understood him, so she was cautious not to judge, but just to observe. Carefully observe. The bathroom routine. The state of his bedroom. The hours spent on homework versus the hours spent on television versus the hours lying on his bed petting the tolerant cat. The tentative, jerky drives around the block. The rattle of pills tumbling out of the green bottle. The video games, some of which he could play, but most of which made his headaches worse. Smaller details: the part of his hair, reaching for his fork and missing it by half an inch, the angle of his iPhone, the thwack of the little rubber basketball as it bounced off the side of the mini backboard that hung over his closet door. And the thing he did with the tree by the front porch, touching the tip of a single branch with the tip of his finger. For the last couple of months he’d done this every time he left the house, and sometimes she saw him standing out there after school, doing it when he thought no one was watching.

He wore glasses now, mostly for protection of the now priceless right eye but also to obscure the view of the damage on the left. Ironically, neither lens of his black-framed glasses required any actual correction—the left lens was simply darkened, the right lens was simply glass.

In late March, just over six months ago now, Evan had been standing in the on-deck circle at baseball practice when a teammate hit a foul ball into his face. According to witnesses Evan had been maybe twenty-five feet from the plate, windmilling the bat around, stretching his shoulders, hooking the bat behind his back . . . the usual routine, the same old, same old. Meredith could picture this perfectly, had replayed the scene a million times, though she hadn’t been there. The windmill, the hook, the things he’d done thousands of times, tens of thousands, loving the weight of the bat in his hand, the sun in his eyes, the confidence of knowing this one central thing about himself: he was really, really good at baseball.

When he was a sophomore, the city paper had named him the starting catcher on the all-region team, which was very rare. Their region was made up of a dozen suburban high schools west of the city, each suburb nearly a city in and of itself. Players like that, he’d told Meredith, guys who made all-region as sophomores, wound up at D1 schools, sometimes with full scholarships. It had happened abruptly; for a long time he was good, and then something changed—something physical, something in his body, something he freely, cheerfully admitted he couldn’t take any credit for himself, a balance of strength and precision that elevated his skill both at and behind the plate—and suddenly he was really good. By that day in March he was nine games into his junior season and batting .470.

So there he was in the on-deck circle, thinking all these wonderful things about himself, or so Meredith imagined. (Sometimes, in her mind, she was watching from the stands; other times she stood no more than a foot or two away from him, so close she could hear the impact of ball on bone.) No one did anything wrong. No mistakes were made. Evan was wearing a helmet. He was standing in the appropriate spot. He wasn’t goofing off. There was nobody you could point to and blame, not the kid (Matt Bowman) at the plate, not the bench coach, not the coach throwing batting practice, not Evan. It was just something that happened, a fraction of a second that you couldn’t pin on anybody.

And then he was on the ground. “I never saw it coming,” he’d told her months later, abruptly, bitterly, sitting on the back patio one humid July evening between surgery three and surgery four. It was the only time he’d ever talked to her about that day. “Blindsided,” he’d said, scoffing. A mosquito had landed on his knee and he’d just sat there and watched it bite him, didn’t even try to swat it away. Never saw it. Not for one second.

The doctor said that Evan’s entire left eye socket was crushed beyond repair. A blow-out fracture, he called it. The doctor said, “Imagine stepping on an ice cream cone.” Meredith would never forget this, sitting in the hospital room, Evan sedated, she on a stiff vinyl chair looking out the window at the hospital parking lot, the doctor somberly relaying the news to her tight-lipped parents. “Imagine stepping on an ice cream cone.” Why hadn’t she been sent out of the room prior to this doctor-parent consultation? Why didn’t her parents think to say, “Hold on, doctor, give us a minute—Mer, honey, why don’t you run down to the coffee shop and get a chocolate muffin while we talk to the doctor?”

No, she was sitting on that hard, squeaky chair, wishing she could un-hear the sentence and un-see the image. The doctor said it was the worst baseball eye injury he’d ever encountered, that the best-case scenario was that Evan would regain some function (not “sight”—he plainly did not say “sight,” but “function”) in his left eye, but that he’d never play baseball competitively again.

As a catcher, Evan had been the recipient of numerous home-plate collisions, taken pitches off the shoulders and chest and knees and toes and facemask. He’d been banged up since she could remember; sometimes he seemed like one big purple bruise. Always, he recovered. But this was not like anything else.

•

More often than not they ate breakfast together, as a family, around the kitchen table in the sunny breakfast nook that looked out onto the backyard. Having breakfast together was a holdover from earlier years, when The Baseball Clock ruled the world, when Evan’s practices or games always ran right through the evening and most dinners (except in the dead of winter) were sandwiches or one-pot pasta or French bread pizza in front of the television whenever you got hungry, or a floppy hot dog from a concession stand.

Breakfast was the meal where they could actually sit together for fifteen or twenty minutes, during which her father inevitably asked everyone to set a goal for the day. They didn’t have to be serious goals—her father wasn’t that guy—but were intended, he always said, to let everyone know something about what the others were doing as they went about their day. Meredith’s stated goals were often lies having to do with academics—“I want to do well on my English test,” etc. Not that this wasn’t true, but her actual, pressing goals were almost always social in nature, and she didn’t feel like letting on to her entire family just how shallow she really was.

“I’m going to go for a walk during lunch,” her father said. Her father’s response to Evan’s injury had been to pursue an accelerated course of self-improvement in order that he might be better able to meet everyone’s needs, whatever they might be. Crushed eye socket? I got that! His goals were often exercise or nutrition related, but once during the summer Meredith looked out her bedroom window and there was her father lying on the hammock in the backyard, reading the Bible, the intolerant cat grabbing at the shoelaces that hung through the netting of the hammock, her father threatening the intolerant cat by pretending to smack it with the Bible. The Bible, which had apparently belonged to her great-grandmother but which no one in the family, as far as Meredith could tell, had so much as glanced at since her great-grandmother’s death.

“What d’ya think?” her father asked her mother now. “Care to join me?”

Her parents worked together, in the same office, the office of whirring drills and crying children, the office of the mingling smells of mint and artificial fruit flavors, the office she had adored as a child. Their practice was part of a sprawling, sparkling suburban medical park—her father referred to it as Sick City. All the buildings were identical on the outside, so patients routinely showed up at the dentist for a colonoscopy, or the orthopedist for a pap smear. But past the waiting room there was no mistaking where you were, and at the age of six or seven there was nowhere Meredith would have rather played, no amusement park more wonderful than those half-dozen chairs and the swiveling tables and the lights that dropped down from overhead like alien instruments. This was a game she and Evan especially enjoyed: Alien Examination. One of them would put on a surgical mask and the protective eyewear, the other would lie on the chair cloaked in the heavy x-ray blanket. The alien examiner would pull the light down and shine it on various parts of the specimen’s face, prodding with a gloved finger at mouth, nose, eye, ear: What does this do? How does this work? What do you use this for? How lucky she and Evan had been—she knew this even (especially?) when annoyed by them now—that their parents had let them play with everything in that office, let them have the run of the place on Sunday afternoons while they caught up on paperwork. She and Evan could have broken those chairs in a hundred different ways during Alien Examination, but they never did.

“We could walk that trail in the park,” her father said. Ah, the oft-mentioned wooded trail in the park adjacent to Sick City, a pretty jigsaw-puzzle image full of personal promise. It was not really for the sick; it was the place already healthy people went to get even healthier.

“Maybe,” her mother said vaguely.

Perhaps, Meredith thought, it was only for Evan that they kept doing it, this pointless exercise, so things would seem normal. Her mother was standing at the counter pouring Evan a tall glass of milk. This was something he could not do for himself anymore. He could not pour a simple glass of milk. Meredith had watched him try, early on, and miss the glass entirely, as if he were actually, entirely, blind. “Some things are just a little different,” he’d told her, soaking up the puddle of milk beside the glass, “but some things are impossible. Pouring—impossible. I can see the glass. I just don’t know where it is.”

“Today I will slay dragons,” Evan said, taking the milk from his mother’s hand. “I will dig to the center of the earth. I will reconcile warring nations. And I will learn to play the violin.”

“Modest goals,” her father said. “Is that it?”

“That plus a big piece of pie,” he said. Then he winked at her. Meredith hated the wink now. Hated it. It bothered her that when her brother winked, he could not see at all. Why should that bother her? It was his wink, his darkness. Still, she couldn’t stand it. “What d’ya think?” he asked her. “Care to join me?”

“Sure,” she said. “I’ll pencil it in.”

•

At home there was Evan, and half-blind Evan was still Evan, still the safety net, whether he could actually catch her or not. At school there was no net.

The distance between home and Parkway North Middle School, a distance Meredith traveled by herself between 7:42 and 8:05 every single morning, seemed vast, a lonesome valley of suburban achievement, purring cars in driveways, crows the size of small cats milling about on rolling lawns, joggers attached to their NPR podcasts. She walked alone not because she had no friends, but because all her friends took the school bus. She lived—by some trick of fate, some ignorance of her parents when they’d purchased their dream home in their dream suburb prior to having school-aged children—in the unlucky zone just barely inside the 1.25-mile radius that required her to walk to school. Everyone who lived more than 1.25 miles from school got to take the school bus. And not that she would have loved the school bus—she knew this from friends and field trips, and, to be honest, from movies—but the school bus definitely seemed easier than walking, especially when it was rainy or cold. Her house was 1.19 miles from school, which she knew precisely because when Evan had started sixth grade, her father had driven the route twice to check to make sure the district transportation committee was right. Alas. And so she walked, alone, and at some point in the last quarter mile a giant bus barreled past her, sending her hair fluttering, and she would quicken her steps so that she could meet her friends when they disembarked, so they could enter at the glass doors as a unified front.

Numbers were essential. Solidarity was all.

•

It had been all downhill since fifth grade. Sometimes Meredith looked back on that golden year and felt a pang of nostalgia so keenly that she thought she might actually die. Fifth grade. Yes there were cliques, but the cliques didn’t really mean anything in fifth grade. They were pretend distinctions between groups that rarely, if ever, translated into any real action or consequence. In fifth grade you were still friends with everyone, whether you liked it or not, because it was easier for the adults that way. Your parents didn’t particularly care if you wanted to carpool with someone else to swimming lessons; it was convenient for you and Amanda Hammels to travel together, even if you never talked to each other in school, so, by god, that was the way it was going to be. Your teachers assigned you to groups with the expectation you could and should be able to work with anyone. Yes, in fifth grade there were some girls flirting with makeup and, yes, there were some girls flirting with boys, but it was all still as artificial as glittery lip gloss, all part of a world that no one yet really belonged to or understood. Plus, in fifth grade you could remember even further back, all the way back to first and second grade—you still walked down those same halls!—when some girl might have wet her pants or a boy might have cried for his mother or any number of humiliating things that held you all together, put you on an even playing field. As long as you were in that elementary school, in that physical space, everything that happened had happened equally to everyone.

But middle school? A different story. Turned out, what happened in elementary school stayed in elementary school. In sixth grade the playing field lurched to an impossible angle. How did it happen, the summer between fifth and sixth grade, how could it happen so abruptly that a level playing field could tilt so violently, tilt precisely like the Titanic, in a matter of mere hours the night before the first day of sixth grade? Meredith had seen the movie and this was the image she couldn’t get out of her mind: everyone tumbling from the top of the ship down to the bottom, sliding, skidding, careening, frantically grabbing hold of bolted down deckchairs and stair railings. The sliders were clearly the ones who had not anticipated the tilt. Anyone who was going to get off the boat safely had gotten off already. When? In June?

Too late! The last days of August, sixth grade begins, the great slide happens, the playing field tilts, and Meredith finds herself clinging to the ship, somewhere near the middle, around the shuffleboard courts, say. She is not down at the bottom near the icy water, but she can feel the chill of it below her dangling feet, and she has no idea what’s happened.

She had not gotten the memo about the iceberg.

And since then, since literally that first day of sixth grade, over two years ago, she had been trying to get her footing, trying to find her place.

Now she met her best friends Jules and Kristy at the corner of the parking lot where a herd of school buses belched and hissed. Kristy had been battling a head cold all week and had a tissue pressed to her nose, lest some shiny snot be detected by the snot police. They entered the school through the tall glass doors in the front—there was a security guard, but he was unarmed, and mostly for show. They went to their lockers. This was the most dangerous part of the day, the unstructured time at the lockers. Any social advantage that was to be gained would be gained during these precious few minutes. Of course, the opposite was also true. By the time first period started, you could feel so small, so pointless, that there’d be no chance for recovery. Meredith knew this all too well. Her locker was next to Lisa Bellow’s.

Since the beginning of the school year Lisa Bellow had had a picture of a boy in her locker, taped on the inside of the door. Meredith could see it out of the corner of her eye while she unloaded her books and supplies into her own locker. In the photograph, the boy was standing on a white sandy beach. He was wearing black board shorts and sunglasses and holding a blue Frisbee. He was tan and had muscular arms, and Meredith might have suspected the picture had been cut from a magazine were it not so clearly a photograph: glossy, catching the light so that, depending on the angle of the locker door, sometimes the glare made it impossible to see the right side of the boy’s body. Lisa had other things taped to her locker door—pictures of her friends, a bumper sticker from Virginia Beach, a birthday card—but the boy on the beach was at eye level, front and center, and some mornings as she turned from her own locker Meredith could not help but stare at it, her eyes drawn to it in a way she couldn’t even explain. It wasn’t like she’d never seen a hot guy before. It was just that everything about the photograph, every grain of sand, every crest of every wave, every finger and toe, was so beautiful.

Once Lisa caught Meredith staring at the picture. Meredith wasn’t sure, but it was entirely possible that her mouth was open as she stared, not gaping but definitely open, and Lisa rolled her eyes and gave a tiny little huff with her nose before she slammed the locker shut and twirled away, her golden hair a perfectly silky wave of dismissal. The message was clear: not only was Meredith unworthy of looking at the picture of the beautiful boyfriend, but she was also unworthy of any actual verbal response from Lisa. This was no surprise. Despite the proximity of their lockers, Lisa had not spoken a single word to Meredith for the entire year.

Lisa Bellow and her friends had gotten the memo about the iceberg. It was possible that they had written the memo. It was even conceivable, Meredith had long ago decided, that they had somehow been responsible for the iceberg in the first place. Lisa and her pack, a half dozen girls with all-season-tanned legs and perky little boobs, had outgrown middle school boys by about November of seventh grade. Now, in eighth grade, some of them were dating boys that Evan knew, and Evan was a senior. Lisa and her friends sashayed around Parkway North Middle School, licking their lips to keep them moist and primed for the next cutting comment about somebody’s stringy hair or somebody’s ugly shoes. Once, the year before, Meredith had been sitting at a lunch table talking to her friends and someone called her name and she turned around and from two tables away Lisa Bellow called, “Can you please sit on the middle of your chair so your butt’s not hanging over the side? We’re trying to eat.” Lisa’s table erupted into laughter; even a few girls at Meredith’s table laughed, which was the worst part. She felt herself withering inside, and instead of saying something clever just scooted toward the center of her chair and forever since made sure she was positioned correctly.

Meredith hated them. Jules and Kristy hated them. Most of the girls hated them. But then why were they the most popular girls in the school? It didn’t make any sense, and Meredith and her friends had spent countless hours analyzing the data. Eventually they realized: the bitches’ power came from their numbers; through some trick, two of them seemed like five, three like ten. This was partly because they clearly worked hard to be indistinguishable from one another, like Stormtroopers, Meredith often thought as she watched them cut a swath down the eighth-grade hall. Though their hair was different shades, they all wore it the same way, and they all wore too much eye makeup, and they all wore black leggings and cold-shoulder tops, and this year they all wore gold gladiator sandals, which Meredith thought were the stupidest shoes she’d ever seen. Lisa was always attached to Becca Nichols or Abby Luckett or Amanda Hammels or one of the aspirant bitches, and they stood apart and sneered at your inadequacies (those known and unknown to you) and rolled their eyes with such unabashed superiority that you really had no earthly choice but to despise them. These were girls, Meredith thought, who could only be loved by their grandparents and maybe—maybe—Jesus.

And yet, Meredith always thought. And yet. It wasn’t like she herself was any great prize. She was at least ten pounds overweight, and she was forever saying something she thought was funny until the instant it passed her lips, at which point she realized it was idiotic. Also she had been staring at that picture in Lisa’s locker, no denying that, because she stared at things—sometimes boys, but other things, too, for too long, weirdly long, until even her friends were like, um, hello? Also, she didn’t excel at a single thing. Sometimes she lay in bed at night listing her attributes in a calculated, disinterested manner, as if she were not herself but a project she was working on for the science fair. She could say, totally objectively, that she was very good, likely in the top 5 percent, of American thirteen-year-old girls at math. And she was good, likely top 25 percent, of American thirteen-year-old girls at field hockey, clarinet, and bumper pool. Yes, there were other talents: eavesdropping, for one, a cousin to staring but less obvious to outside observers. Catching popcorn or M&M’s in her mouth, especially when tossed by Evan. Picking things up off the bottom of a swimming pool with her toes. And pretending, perhaps her greatest but least useful skill—certainly less useful than retrieving a pair of sunken goggles. But she wasn’t truly exceptional at anything. No special gift set her apart from any of the other ten million thirteen-year-olds in the world. Last year Jules had won an award for an essay about diversity; Evan had been the best catcher in the whole region; even Lisa Bellow was awesome at being a bitch. Still, Meredith always reminded herself when at her lowest, at least there were actual freaking thoughts in her brain, unlike Lisa Bellow and company. At least she wasn’t just pushing out her boobs every second of the day.

Also, she regularly reminded herself, there were lots of girls who were way less popular than she was. The girls at the very bottom—like the bottom 10 percent—were staying at the very bottom, because they were there for a real and universally agreed upon reason, drugged out, silent, or just hopelessly weird. But then there were the girls who made up the huge middle—the lower-middle and the middle-middle and the higher-middle. This was 80 percent of the eighth grade class, which at their school meant about a hundred girls, and the movement within this middle group seemed to shift daily, sometimes hourly. And then of course there were the popular girls, the top 10 percent—Lisa and Abby and Becca and Amanda and the rest.

On this day, Wednesday the eighth of October, Meredith and Jules and Kristy were on the high end of the middle-middle. They had been friends for years, had stepped and been stepped on, turned and been turned on, but their friendship remained intact, despite Jules’s wandering eye and Kristy’s increasing, sometimes socially debilitating, shyness.

Meredith did not know exactly what she herself aspired to, socially. She only knew that she aspired.

•

Today was Wednesday, which meant the day started with social studies. (“Our whole freaking lives are social studies,” Jules liked to say.) The class was made tolerable almost entirely by the presence of Steven Overbeck, who sat directly behind her and sometimes whispered passages from the earnest social studies textbook in funny accents. For some reason, and it wasn’t only because he was cute, she found this hilarious, and it was always a trial, but a happy trial, to get through the class without bursting out laughing. “And zen,” Steven whispered, “zee Haitian family must take zere clothes down to zee rivah.” Steven, who had only moved to the school a year before, did other things to make her laugh. Her favorite was when he drew elaborate watches on his wrists with his blue Bic pen. Sometimes the watches were fancy and sometimes plain, sometimes studded with jewels and sometimes children’s watches with cartoon characters’ arms pointing to the numbers. Once he drew a watch that was broken, the springs jutting from the face, the numbers scattered across his arm. She thought Steven Overbeck was probably a genius.

Today the teacher was called away in the middle of the lesson and the room predictably erupted into chaos a split second after her departure. Steven asked if he could draw a watch on her wrist.

“Um, sure,” she said, before realizing this would mean he actually had to touch her wrist—but too late, he was already scooting his chair around to the side of her desk. With his blue Bic pen he lightly drew a circle on the top of her wrist and she broke out in goose bumps on both arms. She prayed he did not notice.

“Time is it?” he asked.

She looked up at the clock. “Eight forty-five.”

“No,” he said. “What time is it on this watch? Just pick a time. But choose wisely.”

She smiled. Her face felt weird, a little numb, and she hoped it didn’t look weird. “Why choose wisely?”

“Because it’s going to be that time all day,” he said. His blond bangs sprouted up in a way that looked intentional—a little boy-band-ish, even—but which she knew was totally accidental, probably the result of a fitful sleep. This added to his appeal.

“Um. Two fifteen.”

“Okay. Be sure to look at it exactly at two fifteen,” he said. He drew the straps and then, with only the tips of his fingers, turned her hand over and drew the buckle on the back of her wrist.

“Nice,” she said. Her heart was hammering, and it continued to hammer throughout the library period. The library period was a fake period during the day, as far as she could tell, that allowed teachers to go to the teachers’ lounge and drink Red Bull. Otherwise she wasn’t sure what the point was. It was like study hall but with no help. It was like reading practice, so the school could announce to the community that it embraced reading.

“What is that?” Kristy asked at the circular library table, leaning halfway over Meredith to get a better look, Kleenex still anchored in place. It was Kristy who suffered the most, who was sick with worry half the time. Kristy didn’t even like to pee at school. What if someone heard? What if someone said something about the sound her pee made hitting the toilet water? These were the things that weighed on her.

“Nothing,” Meredith said. “I mean, just—”

“Did you draw that?”

“Steven did.”

Kristy raised her eyebrows. “Oh, reeeeeally?”

“Stop,” Meredith said, hoping she wouldn’t.

“So is this official?”

“Stop! It’s a picture of a watch.”

“Which he drew on you,” Kristy said.

An hour later, at lunch, Jules swung in beside her.

“Did you hear?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Meredith said. “Did I?”

“Becca Nichols’s sister is pregnant.”

“Whoa,” Meredith said.

“She’s sixteen. And she’s going to have it. Six-teen. SIX-teen.”

Jules spit a piece of gum into her hand and then stuck it on the bottom of the cafeteria table. “Don’t tell anyone,” she said. “About the gum.”

“It’s okay,” Meredith said.

“So Becca’s, like, going to be an aunt.”

“That’s weird,” Meredith said.

“Like hoe, like hoe,” Jules said. “I’ll bet you fifty bucks Becca gets pregnant before she’s sixteen. Can you even imagine? We’ll be going off to college and she’ll, like, have a three-year-old.”

“A girl got pregnant in middle school four years ago,” Meredith said. “She was in Evan’s class. Her name was Kelly something. They were in eighth grade. She was our age.”

“That’s so gross,” Jules said. “Oh my god, I don’t even want to think about it. Tampons gross me out.”

“I know,” Meredith said.

Kristy sat down. “What’s gross?”

“Everything,” Jules said. “Life.”

“Did you see her wrist?” Kristy asked. She grabbed Meredith’s wrist and turned it for Jules to see. “Steven’s mark of ownership.”

“Don’t get pregnant,” Jules said. “Do not get pregnant.”

In English they were reading All Quiet on the Western Front, which Meredith understood was supposed to be very sad, but was mostly only very boring. When she told Evan she was reading it, he said, “Spoiler alert: he dies,” so now she actually liked the book more because at least there was that to look forward to—which sounded bad, but was only to say that at least she knew something was going to happen, that all the reading wasn’t just going to be for nothing.

Meredith hated gym more than any other class because she did not like changing with the other girls in the locker room. She would have changed in the bathroom stalls if she could—this was what she did in the summer, at the local pool—but that was not allowed in the school gym locker room. She had tried it once in sixth grade, she and Kristy both, and the gym teacher had come through and shouted at them that the bathroom stalls were not for dressing out, that they were big girls now and could change with everybody else.

Two years later Meredith still did not feel like a big girl. She and Kristy would locate the emptiest corner of the locker room and serve as each other’s shields—the changer’s body bent, the shielder’s eyes averted. Meredith regarded with a mixture of awe and disgust the girls who stood casually naked before their lockers. Of course Lisa and her pack were among this group, but there were others, too, people she actually liked. She did not understand how they could speak to each other with ease, as if their pubic hair was invisible, as if their breasts were no more to be hidden than their arms. They were like another species to her, obscene in their nonchalance.

The day ended with math. This was her wheelhouse, and thank god it came at the end of the day, in the nick of time, because math she got. When they did problems on the white board she wrote with confidence, sometimes even a cheereful, uncharacteristic arrogance. She was in Algebra II with only a handful of other students, working well ahead of the rest of the eighth grade. Today they had a test on rational functions. She had studied last night. She was well prepared. “Problem 1: Does the following table represent an inverse variation function? If so, find the missing value.” She was flying, acing it, sailing through the asymptotes and the x- and y-intercepts. With five minutes left in class and only one problem to go, her pencil point broke, and she stupidly had not brought a backup, so she had to get up and rush to the sharpener. Then the pencil got stuck in the sharpener and she had to wrestle with it and the class looked up at her, unhappily as one, and Mrs. Adolphson’s massive brow furrowed.

Meredith looked at her wrist and realized she had forgotten to check her “watch” at the appointed hour. She knew it was now well past 2:15. She looked at the clock on the wall. It was 2:40. In just a few minutes she would be headed home. Maybe she would stop at the Deli Barn on the way. Maybe she would reward herself with a large root beer. The promise of this gave her a burst of strength, and with one last violent, class-distracting grind, she was able to twist her battered pencil free.



2


When Meredith was a toddler, her big brother Evan was a jubilant first-grader. Young Evan was so jubilant that the first criticism ever leveled at him by a teacher was that he literally whistled while he worked. This had come in kindergarten, just after he’d mastered the skill and was determined to share it with the world. He sat in his miniature chair at his miniature desk in his cheerful sunlit classroom, coloring numbers and letters and dinosaurs and trees and trains. And whistling. He couldn’t stop whistling. His closest neighbors, the others in the rectangle cluster of miniature chairs at their miniature desks, could not concentrate. How to stay in the lines while the boy beside you whistles his way through the entire Lion King soundtrack?

Claire and Mark had laughed over this after the initial report at the parent/teacher conference. “We’ve clearly failed!” they said. “Our child is too happy!” In spirit only, they exchanged exuberant high-fives for having co-created a perfect child . . . and look, there was another co-creation, four years younger than the first and every bit as perfect!

But one afternoon the next year, when Claire went to collect Evan from school, the first-grade teacher pulled her aside in the main lobby and reported in a hushed voice that some of the other boys in class had been teasing Evan about his weight.

“His weight?” Claire shifted two-year-old Meredith to her other hip; Meredith was a squirrely toddler (squirrely but perfect!), rarely content to be in one position for more than about fifteen seconds. Claire knew if she put Meredith down in the school lobby, chaos would ensue. “What about his weight?”

It had never occurred to Claire that Evan’s weight might make him a target, because she had never considered him fat. She had seen plenty of fat kids in her exam rooms; most of them had a mouthful of cavities to go with their rolling stomachs. Evan was nothing like that. Evan was big, like Mark. He’d been a big baby and a big toddler and now he was a big six-year-old, more round than straight. It wasn’t his diet; it was his body type. Mark had looked the same in childhood photos, darling, thriving, not fat. Evan didn’t eat candy or drink soda and he was always running around and—

“One of the boys called him a porker,” the teacher whispered. She was a new teacher, no more than a year from undergrad, and she actually blushed when she said the word. It did sound obscene, Claire thought, especially coming out of the mouth of an adult, like it couldn’t help but have a sexual connotation, but the fact that it didn’t in this context made it seem somehow even more revolting. “Then it caught on and a few boys started doing it. Has he been upset at home?”

Claire put Meredith down but kept a firm grip on her hand. “When would he have been upset at home? When did this happen?”

The teacher smiled (a pity smile, Claire recognized) at the bouncing Evan, who was leaping from red square to black square on the lobby’s gleaming tiled floor, much to the amusement of his sister, who was attempting to twist her sweaty hand free from Claire’s fingers so that she could join her brother. “Ebben,” she said. She said this one thousand times every day. “Ebben. Ebben.” The halls were empty now and the slap of his sneakers echoed in the stairwells above.

“It started last week,” the teacher said. “I’ve spoken to the boys about it privately, but there’s one in particular who won’t let it drop.”

“Last week?” Claire said. She let Meredith go. It was like letting a puppy off a leash, her daughter around the corner and down a hallway and out of sight in seconds, Evan trailing behind. “It started last week and you’re just telling me now?”

“We try to let the kids work these things out on their own,” the teacher said, standing a little straighter. “If we involve the parents every time someone gets called a name . . . ” She trailed off, leaving Claire to assume the rest of the sentence, in which she and every other attentive parent in the world was tried and convicted. Claire realized that in the space of two minutes she had unwittingly become that kind of parent—and it wasn’t even fair; she’d asked only a single question, expressed in an entirely justifiable moment of surprise, and now she imagined she was flagged, probably forever, before she’d even had a chance to decide what kind of parent she wanted to be in this new world with these new rules.

“Really, I just wanted you to be aware,” the teacher said. “Generally we believe in awareness, not intervention.”

Hey, great motto! Claire thought. Students, teachers, parents, please take note: Awareness is now sufficient. An actual response is not necessary. Why act on what you know, when knowing is considered enough?

Meredith and Evan had wound their way back around to the front doors, so Claire took the opportunity for escape, muttered a thank-you to the teacher over her shoulder as she caught up with her children.

In the parking lot, in the minivan, she held out for about forty-five seconds before asking Evan about the situation.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. He was sitting in a booster seat beside Meredith, who was strapped into her car seat and beaming at him, fresh off her puppy run, basking in the glorious light cast by her big brother. This was the way it always was, and Claire had tried to accept the fact that except for when Meredith was looking at Evan, for whom she had always saved her very best smiles, happy had never been Meredith’s default emotion. Baby Evan had usually had a smile on his face, but baby Meredith’s go-to expression had normally been one of consternation and/or suspicion. Creased forehead. Narrowed eyes. Pursed lips. It was if she were always waiting to be put down in her crib, anticipating it, whereas with Evan it had been a daily surprise: This place? Again?

“Honey—” she said to her son.

“Really, don’t worry about it,” he said again. He was playing a handheld video game—a car-only treat—and he didn’t even bother to look up from the screen.

“Of course I’m going to worry about it,” she said, watching him in the rearview mirror. “It’s not nice. Does it make you feel bad?”

“Yeah,” he said absently, still not raising his head. “But it’s okay.”

The game beeped and buzzed. Did he even know what he was saying? Was he even part of this conversation? He adored his electronic games. If they’d let him, he might have played all day. But they didn’t let him, of course. He exercised regularly. He played baseball with the neighborhood kids practically every afternoon. He was an active child. A porker? Ha. Hardly. She’d show those kids a porker. She’d seen a kid in the grocery store last week stuffing his face with free samples while his mother (incidentally, also a porker) stood by and watched with a big fat smile on her face. She’d bring that kid in for fat show-and-tell. “You want to see a real porker?” she’d ask the class.

She was going thirty-eight miles per hour in a school zone. Okay, Jesus. Jesus, what was wrong with her? She took a breath, eased off the accelerator. She was shocked by her own capacity for cruelty—the little boy in the grocery store had a name, a story, she reminded herself. She was ashamed, and didn’t even know where the rage had come from, so suddenly. Of course it wasn’t the fact that Evan was not really a porker that made the bullying unacceptable. It was terrible to call someone fat if they were actually fat. And yet to call someone fat who wasn’t . . . she somehow couldn’t get past this particular element of the injustice. It just seemed wrong on a whole other level.

“Evan,” she said. “It’s not okay, honey. It’s not okay at all. It’s mean and awful to call people names. I think I should talk to someone about it.”

“What? No!” he exclaimed, horrified enough to look up from his game and meet her eyes in the mirror. “Don’t worry about it, okay? There’s nothing you can do!”

Full stop. It was a good thing, perhaps, that their eyes only met in the mirror, that it was only his reflection that spoke, that she was not looking into her child’s face directly when he said this. Her eyes slipped back to the street in front of her just as something crawled over her skin, something unfamiliar, something slimy and cold that surely belonged at the bottom of the ocean. In less than a second it had her covered from head to toe, and then it started squeezing. So this was the world that existed for her six-year-old son. This was it. A place where things could make him feel bad and absolutely nothing could be done about it. A place where she was powerless to protect him. At six he had somehow already reached the conclusion, independently, somewhere within the walls of that elementary school—that elementary school where he had whistled just last year!—while she at home and at the office had cheerfully and blindly persisted in her belief that she had at least a modicum of control over the things in the world that could harm him. She wasn’t a fool, but really, was a modicum too much to ask?

Meredith was clamoring for his attention. He was looking at his game. The game had swallowed him. Meredith was dying for attention—“Ebben, Ebben, Ebben,” frantically, smacking her hand on the side of her car seat. A group of kids darted out from behind some parked cars and Claire braked hard, probably harder than she needed to, and she and Evan and Meredith lurched forward. “Sorry!” one of the kids yelled, looking back guiltily, but another was laughing. A dog was barking in a nearby yard.

“Ebben! Ebben! Ebben!” Meredith insisted.

“Evan, for god’s sake, acknowledge your sister!” Claire shouted.

•

In all the ways that Claire knew mattered most, she had lived a charmed life. She was fortunate, and she’d been taught from a young age to appreciate that good fortune. She was not one who went blithely through childhood and adolescence taking everything for granted, forgetting that it was a luxury to have three square meals and a room of her own and a shiny bicycle in the garage. She was an only child, and her parents—who had both been in their mid thirties when she was born—had constructed their middle age around her. They were both teachers—her father taught high school English, her mother middle school social studies—until Claire was born, and then her mother left full-time work and became a substitute teacher so that she could be a full-time mother. Home had always been a safe zone. And if her father occasionally drank too much, and if her mother sunk low and occasionally spent the morning in bed after Claire left for school, it was all forgiven and forgotten between them when she walked through the door in the afternoon.

“You were the glue,” her mother told her a couple of months before she died. “You have always been the glue.”

Claire wasn’t sure how she felt about this. “Glue” in the sense of simply being a force that tightly bonds, or “glue” in the sense of the necessary element in fixing something broken? It seemed too late to ask her mother this question, unfair to bring up something, anything, that couldn’t be satisfactorily resolved in a half an hour. That went against all the unwritten conventions of conversing with the dying. No one wanted to end on a sour note. The final days lingered on for months; every conversation might have been their last conversation but wasn’t. Until it finally was.

It was cancer that killed her mother, when Claire was twenty-seven, before Evan and Meredith were born. It was the same year her marriage ran into trouble (she knew this was unfairly euphemistic, designed to not assign blame, where in truth the only one to blame was herself), so all those emotions were tangled up together. Her father remarried quickly, just over a year after her mother died, and she recalled being struck by the injustice of this, that a replacement wife could be attained so quickly and with relative ease, while a replacement mother was not even an option. Of course she knew this wasn’t fair and that her mother was irreplaceable as a person, as a proper noun, but she clearly wasn’t irreplaceable as a common noun—her father once again had a wife, whereas she would never again have a mother.

•

She kept her promise to little Evan. She did not call the first grade teacher and demand names. She did not deluge the principal with frantic emails, in part to prove to them that they had been wrong about her, but also because she genuinely believed that to intervene—at that level—would only make Evan’s life worse. She very much did not want him to be the porker who, by the way, needed his mommy to helicopter in and fight his battles for him. But she was ill with fear every time she dropped him off in front of that two-story brick building with the sloping lawn. A few months before the place had seemed warm and welcoming and full of light, and now it was as if she were pitching him headlong into a jungle whose predators she could not even begin to imagine. And he—her sweet and beautiful Evan, who had been the center of her world, her only child for so long—was defenseless against them. She began to look at all the other children in his class with suspicion. That little blonde with the shirts that said “Daddy’s Girl” and “Princess in Training.” The lanky kid, tall as a fourth-grader, who flung himself down the front stairs, limbs flailing. The redhead with the Eagles backpack who always ignored, and then sneered at, the crossing guard.

“Who’s that?” she’d asked Evan one day, a couple weeks after the porker incident, as they were driving home from school.

“Logan Boone,” he’d mumbled. “He gets his name on the board every day.”

“For what?”

“Name-calling,” Evan said.

She watched seven-year-old Logan Boone swagger down the sidewalk, his backpack slung loosely around one shoulder. Even his gait was reckless, thoughtless; he shared the sidewalk with no one, perhaps not out of malice, she thought, but worse, out of the belief that his space was the only space that mattered. Wasn’t that the very definition of a sociopath? He could imagine the world through no eyes but his own. And he believed himself invincible, Claire was sure of it. So his name was on the board. So what? Big deal! It would not give him a moment of pause, not sneery Logan Boone. Of course he was the one who had first called Evan the name. She was right beside him now in the minivan, and she had the urge to roll down her window and shout something obscene at him. “Hey, you piece of shit!” she would shout. Wait—no. “Asshole, bastard, piece of shit!” It felt good to even think the words, a rush of adrenaline, a moment of euphoria, a parental climax. He was not so powerful, this cruel ignorant child, this ugly boy who didn’t deserve to stand beside her son, never mind—

God, what was wrong with her? She was losing her mind. I am losing my mind, she said to herself in her head, because she knew that if she really had been losing her mind, she wouldn’t be able to have the thought with such clarity . . . although she had never really been sure this was true. But the rage she felt for him was immense: god, that sneer. She thought of the phrase “wipe that look off your face,” and understood it completely for the first time. She wanted to leap out of the car and wipe that look off his face with her fingernails. But she was helpless. He couldn’t have been any uglier, this boy now receding in her side-view mirror, receding back into the place where he could do anything he wanted, where she could not touch him.

•

“Some kids are just assholes,” had been Mark’s predictable response, when she’d told him she’d positively identified the “porker” culprit. “Wasn’t anybody ever mean to you?”

“Not in first grade,” she said. “They’re not supposed to be horrible to each other already. Isn’t that what middle school’s for?”

“It’s a different world,” Mark said, shrugging. “Everything’s changed. Our kids are going to have cell phones when they’re ten.”

“Our kids are not going to have cell phones when they’re ten. Absolutely not.”

“All I’m saying is that everything happens sooner,” Mark said. “The clock’s sped up. But maybe that means it’ll be over sooner, too. Maybe by the time they’re fifteen they’ve already lived through all the crap we had to deal with until we were nineteen.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I don’t know,” he’d said. “We can hope.”

He could hope, that was the thing. Mark could always hope. It was a permanent condition, like freckles, or lupus. Mr. Glass Half-Full, she sometimes called him, though they both knew that 90 percent of the time she did not mean it as a term of endearment. Everyone loved Mark. And why not? He was lovable. What you saw was what you got. Nothing lurked under the surface. She knew some people thought he was a phony—her own mother had thought that for a long time—that his endless chattering away to patients was an act, his friendliness to strangers insincere. But it was all maddeningly genuine, every bit of it. Blessed with impeccable chemical balance, Mark took pleasure in things without questioning why he was taking pleasure in them.

On weekends, when the kids were little, she and Mark would have their friends over, other couples with young children, and the men would set up Mark’s movie projector and sit in lounge chairs in the backyard, drinking beer and watching James Bond movies on the side of the garden shed, while the women sat on the patio talking about their babies and their jobs and complaining about those men in the lounge chairs.

And inevitably one of the women (they were all divorced now, every single one of those couples, a 100-percent divorce rate among those early friends) would say, “But then there’s Mark.” This was always followed by resigned sighs, then several minutes of tipsy, joking-not-joking envy, and then finally a group PowerPoint-presentation-minus-slides detailing several Great Things About Mark. (He separates whites and colors! He took the kids to the doctor without her! He compliments her new haircut!) And later, after the friends had all left, Claire would look at him through their eyes, swept up in his star power, thrilled anew that she possessed him, and the night would inevitably end with them wrapped together in bed and him saying, “We should definitely have those people over more often.”
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