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PRAISE FOR WHAT WAS LOST


“Suspenseful and cathartic, the engrossing novel What Was Lost follows a healing woman as she reflects upon the damaged fragments of her past to reclaim her rightful future path.”


—FOREWORD REVIEWS, 5/5 STARS


“A strong sense of humanity and compassion powers the novel.”


—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY


“What Was Lost operates like a delicate nesting doll of secrets and confessions hidden within each other in a seemingly peaceful small town, the idealized neighborhood family, and childhood traumas. Each doll shatters the lies of the one before. Connelly writes tenderly as if releasing a long-held whisper that her protagonist, Marti, has been holding in all her life. The changes in time and POV deftly reveal the way the past is always present.”


—MELISSA ACQUINO COSS, author of Carmen and Grace


“Connelly combines a heavy fist with a light touch, and she knows when to use each. What Was Lost is a searing narrative of sexual abuse, artistic sabotage, and their aftermaths. At the same time, it’s an uncommonly compassionate tracing of the webs of confusion and insight that connect parent to child, child to parent, and generation to generation. Reading Marti’s story made me tingle and ache.”


—JAMES L. MAY, author of The Body Outside of the Kremlin


“Stunningly written, unerringly human, and deeply felt, Melissa Connelly's What Was Lost is everything I yearn for in a novel, a story about people that I love in all of their flawed messiness, trying to make sense of and move through the murk and ache of their pasts, to discover and assert who and what else they might be.”


—LYNN STEGER STRONG, author of Flight, Want and Hold Still
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Summer 2000


Ever since Jan mentioned hearing Mrs. Colgan still lived in her house in Chatham, Marti became a scurrying rat searching for a way out of a maze. All exits led to Connie Colgan. Marti was troubled by the casual way Jan dropped this information, yet how could her sister understand? Jan didn’t know Marti’s secrets. The only one who did was Peter Colgan.


Marti struggled to wedge suitcases into the car trunk, both the trunk and her head were jammed too full—The lights, the garbage, what am I forgetting? The avoidance of the real question—What am I doing?—was causing her head to implode with minutiae. Her nerves were lit matches as she steadied herself against the car contemplating what she needed.


Courage. No wizard selling any.


It was happening so fast that she could scarcely believe she was returning to Chatham, Vermont, the hometown she’d run from almost thirty years ago. She put in for family leave at work, fabricating a dying aunt, undaunted by the paperwork on which she documented details of this nonexistent aunt. For nine years she’d worked at this children’s hospital, passionately throwing herself into the lives of children and families she worked with, rarely absent, never vacationing longer than a week, and yet now, suddenly, she’d be gone for two months. Some of the children would die before she returned. Marisol, her closest work friend, puzzled by the suddenness of this leave, quizzed Marti on the aunt she’d never heard of and Marti spun Marisol tales of Aunt Connie Colgan. This further increased her feelings of isolation on the eve of this journey. It made no sense: this compulsion to see Mrs. Colgan in order to correct past lies, all while creating new falsehoods.


Her dream was, that after confessing all to Mrs. Colgan, time would bend and stretch in a way to let her reestablish the relationship she’d had with Mrs. Colgan—closer than an aunt! The absence of that relationship had left her with a deep gulf, and now as Tess, Marti’s daughter, was entering a more difficult age, Marti needed Mrs. Colgan’s guidance more than ever.


She’d told Tess her job was making her use up old vacation time. “Don’t want to waste it, so we might as well get away for the whole summer, right?” she said, trying to spin it, knowing it was upending her daughter’s eagerly anticipated summer in Brooklyn.


Recently they’d had a blowup after Tess stayed out late and lied about where she’d been. Marti knew Tess thought this was the reason for the trip. Isn’t everything about her? She was glad to get Tess away, yet that wasn’t why they were going, and Marti couldn’t share the reason (she wasn’t clear herself). Her daughter’s fury was a festering undercurrent dragging them both down.


Tess was sitting on the stoop, headphones on, swaying to the music of her CD player. When calling her name produced no response, Marti walked over and shook her shoulder. “Huh?” Tess removed one bud from her ear—just one.


“Did you pack the animals’ bowls?”


Tess shuffled—deliberately slow, Marti suspected—into the house, came out and sat again, the bowls clattering beside her. “In the car, Tess, they belong in the car.” Marti exaggeratedly gestured the motion.


“All right, Your Majesty!” Tess took a bow as she opened the door and threw the bowls onto the seat, pausing to untangle her hair from the headphone wires. They shared the same frizzy thick blonde hair, although, at forty-three, Marti’s was already turning a silver white.


It would have been easier to get the bowls herself, but weren’t parents supposed to instill responsibility in children? Wasn’t that the endless busywork of parenthood? She’d envisioned parenthood to be exploring the universe with them and helping them find their place in it; instead, it was brush your teeth, do your homework.


Well, Marti thought, every job has drudge work; even a midwife has the afterbirth to clean up.


Will I finally clean up the mess I made?


“I’ll get Caliban and Precious, and we’ll be off.”


Tess nodded without removing her headphones.


Marti put a can of tuna fish in the cat carrier to lure the cat; Precious only glared while Caliban poked his big dog head in. Marti yanked him out, tuna oil dribbling from his mouth. He’d be fine for the car ride; Precious, however, would climb and claw if not caged. Tess came inside complaining that Marti was taking too long. Marti pointed, and the two of them chased the cat, trying to corner her. Precious outmaneuvered them at every turn. Eventually, they plopped down on the couch, laughing. “God, she’s psychic,” Marti said. “She can tell which direction we’re going before we’ve even decided.”


“We need something unexpected.” Tess sprang up and swung her arm behind the sofa, scooping the cat high into the air with one hand while Precious raised her orange fur and pedaled her legs, a cartoon character in midair. Tess placed the cat in the cage and snapped it shut. “Easy as pie. See, Mom?” Tess took the carrier outside, placed it in the back seat, and climbed in next to Precious. Marti followed with Caliban.


“The front, Tess.”


“Why?”


Marti sighed her mother sigh.


“I know you’re not a chauffeur, but it’s not like we’ll be talking; I’m gonna have my music on.” Still, Tess changed seats. Precious shrieked as Caliban jumped in. He barked in response.


Marti hesitated while the sullen daughter, excited dog, and caterwauling cat all looked at her expectantly. “Okay, let’s go.” She tried to sound confident. “No time like the present.” If you faked an emotion long enough, didn’t you begin to feel it? She turned the car on, half hoping it wouldn’t start.


It was a very reliable car.


Everything was lush and green once they crossed the Vermont border, and she was glad the law against billboards still held. Whenever someone learned where Marti was from, they said: What a great place to grow up! You’re lucky!


Marti glanced over at a sleeping Tess. Her cheeks still held a trace of baby fat, while her forehead was dotted with pimples and her facial features were evolving at different rates. Awkward and beautiful in equal measure, it smacked of that teetering bridge between girl and woman. She thought about Lucas, the boy Tess had been spending time with. Was he a boyfriend? Sex at fourteen?


Fourteen.


Beg, Martha, beg.


Winding onto Chatham’s Main Street, she was relieved that it wasn’t quite the same small town, yet inexplicably, she also felt an ache of loss, for even the recognizable seemed out of place, as if what was imprinted on her brain was deceiving her.


Tess awoke. “We’re here? Hey—where’s your house?”


“Not now.”


“Aren’t you curious, Mom?”


The lake cottage they’d rented was stuck in time where even the mildew seemed of another era. The next morning, they went for a swim off their dock and invented a game where they’d create scenarios in which a character was unaware of the dock’s edge. “Mom, look. A woman walks with her friend. ‘Do you see my new dress? Pure silk, the finest in the world!’” Tess pranced about, an exaggeration of a runway model. “You may feel it only if your hands are completely dry—no water can ever touch my precious dress. Oh, oh! Help! My dress!” Tess shouted as she deliberately fell off the dock. Marti applauded.


Marti used Caliban in her routine. “Silly dog, why are you barking? What do you think you see? There’s nothing, I tell you, nothing on that side of the street! I’ll show you!” She stomped across the deck, falling in and shouting, “You dreadful dog! You tricked me!” Caliban was a large brown mutt, with a head that seemed enormous, almost like a cow's—one ear perpetually stuck straight up while the other flopped down. Caliban followed her in, his jump anything but graceful, wagging his tail proudly as if aware of his part in the performance.


Returning to the cabin, they rummaged through closets, finding games and toys—Sorry, badminton rackets, and jigsaw puzzles. Tess hadn’t even put her music on since arriving. There was a TV, and Tess agreed Marti could put it away.


As Marti carried the TV to the back of a closet, a scarf fell on her head, battering her senses with a musty familiarity. Scent, that instant transporter, was at work. Unguarded, she couldn’t hold the memory back of another closet; her limp body banging against the closet wall. She yanked the scarf off as she remembered the sound of her whimpers. No, no, no. Had she spoken aloud? Never quite sure, for in those long moments the disembodied feeling was strong . . . If she had no bones, did she have a voice box? The sliding door rattled back and forth as she rested unsteadily against it. Now that she was back in Chatham, would she relive it all? The closet was a terrible kind of home she’d never left.


“Mom, what are you doing?”


Marti picked up the scarf hoping to inhale the smell again, but the scent was gone. Memory and smell, you couldn’t hold them off, both elusive pranksters; they’d reel you in, fill you up, and then leave you nothing to grasp on to.


Tess was spending time at the lake beach, having made friends with a girl named Emily whose family was staying in the same cluster of cabins. Marti met Emily’s mother, Linda, who was eager to chat, seemingly bored trailing behind her three-year-old daughter, while her husband and nine-year-old son were fishing. The family was from Connecticut and would also be here all summer. Linda invited them for dinner. “And bring your husband.” At Marti’s explanation of divorce, Linda’s face contorted into surprise. Did she think everyone had a husband off fishing?


Linda opened the door, makeup on, dressed in a colorful sundress. Marti was wearing her frayed shorts, her wet hair an uncombed mess. She feebly handed Linda the obligatory bottle of wine.


“Come around the back deck, Art’s grilling below. Hope you like chicken, although you’d think we’d have fish with all that time fishing.” Linda said this last part loudly in Art’s direction. She led Marti to the deck and poured wine. “Right back.” Marti offered to help, but Linda waved her off so Marti sat, sipping, trying not to gulp, until Linda returned carrying a salad. “Sorry for that mistake about your husband. I didn’t realize—” She patted Marti’s arm, and Marti wanted to swat Linda’s hand away. Maybe I’m glad not to be part of a perfect two-parent family.


She pushed her hair back; it was beginning to dry and curl into its usual wild state, and she hadn’t remembered a clip. “The divorce was a long time ago.”


In her marriage, Marti had felt suffocated. She’d been on her own since age fifteen and still thought of herself as a drifter despite a husband and baby. She resisted buying the house in Brooklyn. Rob pushed the idea and Marti felt like fleeing.


She didn’t flee, at least not physically. Trapped as she felt, it was nothing compared to what came next: Rob was the one who left. Careful what you wish for. The most terrifying part was that Marti wasn’t alone: a small child depended upon her. Rob generously gave Marti the house she’d never wanted, compensation for an uncertain future. Tess grew into a confident teenager, life swirling around an inert Marti.


“Marti, do you work?” Linda asked.


“I’m an art therapist at a children’s hospital.”


“How interesting! I must hear more after I take this platter to Art.” Linda’s heels clattered as she went down the steps.


The girls were whispering in the woods, hiding from Emily’s brother, Matthew. Little Rose ran to her daddy and hugged his legs. Marti stood and called to Linda as she came up the steps, “Don’t you think Rose is too close to the grill?”


“Art’s right there.” Linda topped off Marti’s wine glass while Marti’s eyes remained fixed below. “Relax, Marti.” Linda raised her glass. “To vacations! How did you get so much time off in the summer?” Linda scooped up a pile of silverware and napkins that lay on the table and began setting them. Marti felt foolish for having not noticed and set the table herself. Instead she’d sat waiting uselessly.


“I had vacation owed me.”


“I imagine you need time off from your job. Are the kids very sick?”


“Yes, they—”


“Oh, let’s not talk about that. So depressing.” Linda stood up, studying the table, and when satisfied that everything was in place, she sat back down. “Lovely here, isn’t it? Our first time, and fine with Art, because of the fishing.”


“Don’t talk about my fishing!” Art shouted up from below.


Linda laughed. “Well, where are the fish?”


“Mom, I like fishing,” Matthew said, coming up the deck stairs with the girls following. He grabbed a handful of chips and some fell back into the bowl.


“Matthew, gross. Stop being a pig,” Emily said as they all swarmed around the chip bowl.


“Mommy, Matthew’s taking all the chips,” Rose whined, stuffing a pile into the dip where she left them, chips poking out like shark fins.


“Talk about gross,” Matthew sneered.


“All right, animals—I mean children—back away.” Linda turned to Marti. “How did you find this lake?”


“Mom grew up here,” Tess answered.


“Really? You haven’t mentioned. You must have lots of people to catch up with, and yet you’re here with us. What about family?”


“My parents passed away, and my sister lives in Burlington.”


“Yeah, Mom, when are we going to see Aunt Jan?”


“When Megan’s back from her camp job. My niece,” Marti said, eager to shift the conversation.


“Still,” Linda persisted, “you must have old pals. Hard to keep up with after graduation. It’ll be exciting to see them, won’t it?”


“I left before high school ended.”


“Your family moved?”


“Yes,” Marti answered cautiously. It was hard to be questioned about your history when it didn’t match anyone else’s.


“Mom, there’s that lady you want to see, right? The mother of your old boyfriend?”


She could hear Mrs. Colgan’s voice now, that slight Irish lilt you had to listen carefully for to be sure it was there, and when you heard it, it seemed like a gift just for you. The gift Marti wanted to hear was: A terrible lie you told, I understand, poor child, you were scared. All’s forgiven.


“Ah,” Art said, coming up the stairs, “an old boyfriend! Scouting out the mother first, ingenious plan.”


“Not a boyfriend, just a neighbor.”


“That’s not what Aunt Jan said.” Tess giggled.


Marti drank her wine. Why had she come to this dinner? She’d been using any excuse to avoid the inevitable: Mrs. Colgan, the reason she was here.


The perfect opportunity came a few days later when Tess left at dawn to go rafting with Emily’s family. Marti chose not to go, and yet at this early hour, she felt abandoned. Left out of the living. Caliban was watching her, tentatively thumping his tail, anticipating their morning swim. She grabbed their towels, and he yelped gleefully at the sign. Marti didn’t bother with a suit as the sun was only just beginning to brush the water and there’d be no one to observe her. She dived in; the water felt glorious on her naked skin. Caliban followed, paddling steadily, his long tail swishing back and forth like a sprinkler spraying water. Every few minutes he’d return to shore and shake off, only to swim again, aiming in Marti’s direction. She was his destination, the center of his world, devotion beyond any human one, and it never ceased to move her.


Thoughts of procrastination crept in, but no, today was her chance. The swimming had strengthened her. She put on the skirt she’d bought for this occasion and dabbed powder on her face, a futile attempt to conceal her scars—some things can’t be hidden.


After Marti made it right with Mrs. Colgan, Tess would meet her. She pictured Tess playing with the grandchildren while Mrs. Colgan fussed over them, doling out snacks—especially the jar of M&M’s she always kept close at hand and passed around to defuse any quarrels. Tess would almost be one of those grandchildren.


Could there be a more forgiving woman? Why has it taken me so long?


The grandchildren Marti pictured weren’t Peter’s but rather any of the other seven Colgans. She didn’t know whether Peter had a family; all she’d heard was that he lived in Boston. Didn’t she need forgiveness from him too?


When she got to Hemlock Street, she parked by her old house, which looked surprisingly cheerful now that the somber blue siding had been painted a bright white. The enormous dark trees in front were gone, replaced by dogwoods still blooming with welcoming white flowers. Peering around the back, she spied a bicycle, asleep on its side. Does a happy family live here?


Her father had taught her to ride a bike just before he suddenly died from a brain aneurysm. Everyone referred to him by his name, Ed Farrell. Daddy was a myth only Marti clung to.


“You didn’t miss much,” was what her mother, Peg, said.


“You were lucky you didn’t know him,” Jan, five years older, hissed.


Apparently, Ed had a drinking problem that led to late night belligerence, although Marti knew nothing of that, having slept through it all. She remembered only his charms—the laughter, jokes, and fun—all the things that went missing afterward.


Her most vivid memory was of riding on his back in the lake. He’d swim steady and strong, propelling them farther in the water as she tightly gripped his wide shoulders, never afraid, only thrilled, believing nothing could hurt her if she was with Daddy. She never shared this memory with Jan or her mother, imagining what they’d say to deflate it:


“Sure, he’d take you swimming while I toiled away.”


“You were too young. You don’t know. I do.”


In the years following his death, Peg and Jan developed a bond almost as if they were a couple, and Marti couldn’t jockey her way in. Her ally had been Daddy. Daddy, who picked Marti’s dolly up and danced, pretending to be in love with Dolly while an enchanted Marti watched. Daddy, who treasured the drawings she made for him. Daddy, who reached in his pocket each morning just before leaving for work, Marti wiggling in anticipation until he said, “What have we here?” and handed her the end of a Life Savers roll, a few pieces remaining. She’d wait to suck them until he was out the door, a consolation prize for his absence. She could still taste the tangy peppermints and evoke the pleasure of rolling them in circles with her tongue. Daddy, who made her feel loved and cherished until he vanished abruptly and completely. Marti never stopped hoping his ghost would appear.


She walked on to view the entire yard and saw the big oak tree was still there. She’d spent hours beneath this tree playing with stick dolls she made. The tree trunk was their home, and Marti set up different rooms between the coiled roots, roots that always looked like dinosaur feet to her. Moss grew on one side, creating a cozy carpet floor. She’d gather leaves and vines to make clothes for the dolls. Pine cones, bark, and acorns became their furniture. She created scenarios for them: picnics, parades, and carnivals, anything to give joy to her forest family. She named the stick dolls: Twig, Fern, Acorn, Leaf, with Forest as their last name. They all had distinct personalities yet loved one another and celebrated each other’s triumphs. At the end of each day, she put them snugly in their shared bed, more like a nest, knowing they’d rest, perfectly content. Staring at the tree, Marti felt the presence of that lonely girl who’d wanted to be a member of that forest family. She yearned to sit and comfort that girl, yet wasn’t at all sure she’d be a comfort.


Across was the Colgan house, the yellow color faded, and still the house looked inviting. Once Marti had lain on their kitchen floor writhing in pain, yet what flooded back was the feeling of love she found there. Will Mrs. Colgan recognize me? You don’t forget someone who wrecks your world.


She approached their front door and rang. (As a kid she used the back door, but that felt presumptuous now.) It seemed like she was waiting a long time. She’s old. Maybe she walks slowly. Maybe she can’t hear the bell. Maybe it’s not a long time. She shifted her hands in and out of her skirt pockets. A small Asian boy opened the door, and she asked if it was the Colgan house.


“Uh-huh.”


“Is Mrs. Colgan home?”


The boy shook his head. Marti smiled—the concreteness of children—question answered, nothing more.


“Do you know when she’ll be back?”


“She won’t.” He shook his head again. Marti waited for more. “Granny died. You don’t get to come back when you die.”


She struggled to comprehend . . . Wasn’t it just weeks ago that Jan told her? She wanted to ask him to repeat it, but no, she couldn’t. “I can’t believe—” she whispered, not wanting the words to sink in. She leaned against the doorframe. The boy was staring. She forced herself to look up. “Your grandmother? I’m so sorry.”


“Me too. Granny Colgan was nice.”


“The nicest ever.”


What now—should she leave? That would be skulking away; she had to face whichever Colgan this boy belonged to—and say what? Sorry for your loss. She’d need to be respectful and leave it at that. They wouldn’t want to hear Marti’s confession now; she’d have to find redemption on her own.
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Fall 1971


Marti’s first seven years were spent playing at the Colgans’, but that ended abruptly and she filled her lonely times with sketching images of the beautiful girl she longed to be. When tired of that impossible fantasy, she moved on to drawing dream houses and creating them out of shoeboxes, homes for her beloved forest family. Her favorite part was making teeny, tiny things. Matchboxes became beds, stamps pasted together might be quilts or pictures for the cardboard walls, bottle caps were mirrors or tabletops supported at the bottom by cinnamon sticks. Paper clips were twisted into trombones or bars on a jungle gym. She never tired of ideas and worked relentlessly. Her mother and Jan gave her miniatures as holiday gifts. The gesture was nice, although they clearly didn’t understand: she wanted to make her own.


Her junior high art teacher, Miss Jarvis, liked Marti’s sketches and asked her lots of questions. When Marti told her about the houses, she encouraged Marti to bring them in to show the class. The students were impressed. Miss Jarvis told her the box worlds were called dioramas; Marti liked the name but continued calling them box worlds. Instead, she named one of the figures inside Diorama.


After class a girl asked if she could come to Marti’s house to learn how to make the box worlds. Marti was incredulous: no peer had befriended her since that last day at the Colgans’. No one. Didn’t this girl know what a pariah Marti was? Sure, Brooke moved to Chatham only recently, but she had eyes, didn’t she? Afraid it was a trap, Marti stood silent. Brooke ran her hands through her long black hair, her silver bracelets clanking as she did so, and confidently asked again. Marti felt like a cat who knows she needs rescuing from the lonely tree but is suspicious to accept the waiting arms. She nodded slowly, tentatively, and let Brooke enter the world of her beloved creations.


And so she began high school, feeling buffered by this new friend. Brooke didn’t smoke Marlboros like other kids; instead, she rolled hers in brown rolling papers and kept them in a silver case. She was always running out of cigarettes and bumming off everyone else, and no one minded because she was Brooke. She had a unique clothing style, wearing long dresses, chains, and ribbons tied at her waist with little toys dangling off the ribbons. Marti began sewing clothes for both of them. She made halter tops out of bandannas. After gathering piles of men’s ties, Marti sewed them vertically together into skirts that widened from the waist down.


The rumor was Brooke’s family left the last town they’d lived in because Brooke’s older brother got into trouble and was now in military school.


Brooke had an interesting gait, a lopsided saunter, almost—but not quite—dragging one foot behind her. It matched her voice, a slight slur or lisp that made her seem nonchalant, with a disinterested laziness—you were the one who had to do the work of listening. Brooke told tales of what a great horseback rider she’d been before a horse fell on her. She said she’d spent months in the hospital and it had affected everything. Her emphasis on everything made it clear that that was the explanation for the walk and the voice, and her survival gave her a tough-girl air. She walked tall into a room swinging her long hair, knowing she’d be noticed. Following behind her, Marti tried fruitlessly to imitate that slinky walk. Marti’s curly hair was kept in tight braids, a few strands loose to cover her face with no swinging it about, ever. Hoping to go unseen, she was the perfect companion for Brooke.


Brooke surrounded herself with an entourage who defined themselves by their proximity to Brooke. Marti was elated and grateful to be a member of this group. Peter Colgan was a friend of Brooke’s, and Marti chose to overlook this. Brooke usually had two boyfriends orbiting her in chorus, and they’d roam about together as a threesome—the admission price you had to pay if you wanted Brooke. Marti didn’t want boys looking at her. None were.


They all signed up for art class. “Well, now, who have we here?” the art teacher began, snaking his way through the rows of desks, looking boldly into each student’s eyes. “Myself, I have two first names or two last names, depending on how you look at it, which is what art is all about: more than one way of viewing the world. You could call me Mr. Douglas or Mr. Spencer, though it seems silly and arbitrary, doesn’t it? Why not just call me Spencer, like my friends do.”


The kids liked this. Spencer Douglas, with his flannel shirts and jeans, seemed like one of them, only way cooler. He even told them his age—twenty-seven. His dark hair, parted in the middle, fell straight to his shoulders, much longer than the boys were allowed. Brooke whispered to Marti, “I think he looks like James Taylor. Or maybe George Harrison?”


“What’s that buzz?” Spencer turned to them. “Your name!” he demanded, banging on Brooke’s desk.


“Brooke.”


“Stream, nice to meet you.” The class laughed.


“What,” Spencer questioned, “is a brook not a stream? And you,” he said, considering Marti, “are the little fish following the stream, hoping it leads to an ocean.”


[image: ]


Spencer assigned them self-portraits. Not wanting to draw her face, Marti sketched her hands. Working hard, she detailed her large writer’s bump and the lines around her knuckles.


“Now, here is an original portrait. Marti Farrell, lovely as her face is—” Students sniggered and Marti couldn’t blame them. “Lovely as her face is,” Spencer emphasized, and no one laughed this time, “has chosen to draw her hands. Original thinking. Although”—he walked over to Marti—“how fascinating this face is! These lines tell a story.” He held Marti’s chin, running his finger along her cheek, tracing the scars. She couldn’t turn away, as he was holding tight. She stared down at his arm where she noticed black hair sprouting around a woven bracelet on his wrist. She closed her eyes, a feeble effort to ward off a hot tear trickling down her reddened cheek.


“Ah, no need to be embarrassed. The point is, you must embrace your individuality—that which belongs only to you.” Spencer used one finger to wipe the tear before moving on. Marti let her breath out slowly between clenched teeth and tried to quiet her heartbeat until the bell finally rang, releasing her. She quickly made for the door, but Spencer blocked it. “Marti, I have some books that might interest you.”


“I have to get to class.”


Spencer raised his eyebrows. “Another time. I’m quite sure another time.”


Never.




Each student was asked to talk about an artist they were inspired by. Alison Quint, a girl whose work Marti admired, raised her hand. “I like Andrew Wyeth.”


“What about him?” Spencer asked.


“Christina’s World makes you wonder about the young girl, Christina. Is she paralyzed? It’s this pretty world and she’s not part of it.” Marti remembered the painting yet couldn’t have named the artist or talked about it the way Alison did.


“In truth,” Spencer said, “she was fifty-five and a polio survivor, an illness everyone feared at that time, and that fear launched Wyeth’s career. He was technically proficient—like you, quaint Alice.” (The students cackled at the way Spencer continually crafted nicknames.) “Yet he has nothing to say—a bit of wonderland, Alice, though good of you to have an answer, and I’m not surprised you like him.”


Peter said he liked Henri Rousseau, describing the painting Sleeping Gypsy. “Interesting,” Spencer said, leaning over Peter’s desk. “Rousseau painted big, dramatic pictures of fierce animals yet was ultimately limited by his own weak nature. An unsurprising choice for you, Petey.” Spencer looked straight into his face, and Peter blushed.


Weaving his way through the room, stopping randomly, he’d bang on a desk and declare, “Your turn!” Marti tried to think. Picasso? Van Gogh? No, they’d already been used. Was there any other artist she could even name? Rembrandt? Michelangelo? She knew nothing about them and didn’t think Spencer would like those answers. “Let me guess,” Spencer said, tapping on a boy’s desk. “Salvador Dalí?”


The boy flashed a smile. “How did you know?”


“Oh, Brandon, something about the dripping eyeball in your last painting gave me a small clue. Another artist you might want to check out is René Magritte, also a surrealist, one who painted ordinary objects and, by placing them in unusual contexts, made you question the ordinary and, therefore, reality itself. Come by after school, sir, and I’ll show you some of his work.” The class stirred and Brandon beamed, for it was the first time a freshman had been invited into Spencer’s privileged group of the talented and chosen who hung around him after school.


“And you, Desirée?” Spencer asked a girl named Denise.


“Paul Klee,” she answered eagerly.


“It’s pronounced clay; he’s not a member of the glee club.”


Students laughed and, uncharacteristically, Spencer hushed them. “Never mind—how would you know? I’m glad to see you’re a fan of abstract expressionism. I hope that means your work will open up more. You’ve great promise.”


Delight showed on Denise’s face, but Spencer didn’t wait to see, as he’d already moved on to Brooke. “Um, I don’t have any artist I like. I mean, I like paintings when I see them. I couldn’t tell you why I like what I like, I just do.”


Spencer laughed. “Good answer. Your unfiltered emotions are why you, Babbling Brooke, make the perfect muse. Doesn’t she, boys?”


Next, an unfortunate boy answered, “Norman Rockwell.”


Marti, frantically scrolling the book titles on Spencer’s shelves, was pleased to find a woman’s name. “Joan Miró,” she blurted out when her turn came.


“Really? Why?”


“I just like the way she makes me, um, feel things.”


“What things?” Spencer leaned closer.


“I can’t name them.”


“Hmm—I wouldn’t have taken you for a Dadaist. However, you should know it’s a man making you feel things, not a woman. I’ll show you some of his work after class.” Marti didn’t stay after class but looked Miró up in the library, wanting to be prepared in case Spencer asked her to elaborate. She didn’t understand the pictures or truly comprehend words like Dada.


Spencer frequently praised Marti’s work, yet she remained vigilant for any mention of her scars. Why was he interested? Most people, Marti included, recoiled from them. He touched them. “Look at Marti’s picture. Such depth. The hungry pigeon sifting through garbage, art created by someone who’s suffered.” While Marti cringed at the word suffered, she felt drawn to Spencer’s praise. She was talented, wasn’t she? And she had suffered, hadn’t she?


Eventually, she brought her box worlds into class wanting Spencer to see another side to her work—these were happier than her sketches. He leaned over them, his face blank. Confronted by his silence, she scooped them up. She couldn’t have him sneer words like child’s play at her beloved, intimate creations. “How long have you been toiling on these alone in your garret?” he asked, cocking his head into a question while keeping his eyes steadily focused on the boxes she clutched. “They’re astonishing, wonderful. Leave these, so we can examine them further after school.” He rested his hand on the top of one of the boxes, grazing her fingers as if about to wrestle the boxes away from her. She shook her head. “Ah, I understand—you can’t part with them. Another time, you can’t deprive me forever.” He removed his hand and smiled, revealing a small dimple in one cheek, a crescent moon. When his mouth was still, there was only a faint line, as if the dimple were a secret between them.


Brooke had joined the realm of Spencer’s exclusive after-school club. She brought her friends along and urged Marti to come. “It’s a blast, isn’t it?” she said, nudging Peter.


“Spencer always talks about liking your work.” Peter was relentlessly nice to her, constantly carrying his guilt, and Marti missed the boy who had snatched her toys. Sometimes she balked at Peter’s presence, not that she couldn’t forgive him—she had a long time ago; her mother’s barrage of contempt for the Colgans had ironically eased any anger Marti felt—but she was striving for a future, and Peter reminded her of the sorrowful past.


Brooke continued, “We can tell him anything. It’s cool, he plays really good music, Dylan, the Doors and stuff.”


“Velvet Underground,” Trey, one of Brooke’s current boyfriends, muttered. “They’re the best.”


They persisted in inviting her. Coming up with excuses was tricky because she wouldn’t reveal how much Spencer touching her scars upset her. Eventually, Marti decided to go to his room, just once, casually, as if it were no big deal. When she arrived, there were several students, all juniors and seniors except for Brooke’s group and Brandon. Bobby Jasko, known as the barefoot boy, was there. Going barefoot was, of course, against school rules, yet no teacher ever challenged him. Winter was coming—would he walk barefoot in the snow? Or take his shoes off after he got to school? The more Marti thought about it, the sillier it seemed. She leaned against the doorframe, hesitating.


“Come in,” Spencer called, “we’re listening to Frank Zappa, one of the geniuses of our time, mothers of invention, what we’re all doing, giving birth to our creativity.” Marti slid into a seat next to Peter. Everyone’s eyes were on Spencer, and his were on Marti. “You’ve joined us at last; I knew you would. Marti, a true artist, bares her soul in her work.” This kind of talk she feared yet secretly savored. “We’re looking at the work of Edvard Munch, another brave soul. Marti, do you know his paintings?” She nodded a barely perceptible nod, as in fact, she’d never heard of him.


“Sweetie Petey, get the lights. I’ll show some slides.”


Spencer talked, students asked questions, and music played. Brooke and Trey hung onto each other, making out a few times right in the classroom, as did Bobby and a girl whose name Marti didn’t know. Introductions were considered unnecessary for the smug members of Spencer’s elite clique.


When she told her mother how well she was doing in art, Peg admonished Marti to focus on other subjects, particularly French, which she was doing poorly in. French was the graduate degree Peg was working toward. At home Jan and Peg conversed in French, encouraging Marti to join in, but she never did. Now Jan was away at college, returning only occasionally, and Peg was preoccupied with completing her graduate thesis while teaching at the local college.


Just like her friends, Marti began going to Spencer’s most afternoons. She was shocked the first time he lit a joint and passed it around. She’d smoked before in Brooke’s dark basement, but this was in daylight and with a teacher in school. Joints didn’t happen every day, only when the school was empty, and it was an unspoken rule that it had to be Spencer’s initiative.


Often Marti walked home with Peter. Apprehensive as she was of boys, she knew Peter would never try anything with her because of their history. He worshipped Spencer, and this made Marti a little queasy, as she could see Spencer took advantage of him. Peter, get us this. Petey, do this, and Peter would jump, an eager puppy. She couldn’t help seeing the parallels to her own friendship with Brooke.


One afternoon Peter invited her to his house. Marti dithered; she hadn’t been there in seven years and knew her mother wouldn’t approve, and yet Peg was aware that Peter and Marti were friends again and hadn’t forbidden it. It’s just a house. Why not? I have the memory anyway.


Walking into the Colgan whirl of activity, she felt a rush of aching joy, realizing how much she’d missed this ever since it was snatched away. “Marti, how lovely to see you!” Mrs. Colgan gave her a hug, looking just as Marti remembered, her hair swept up in an old-fashioned bun, wearing sensible shoes and a floral dress with an apron over it. Styles would come and go, but Mrs. Colgan remained as consistent as a humble spring dandelion. “Would you children like a snack? I made popcorn for the younger ones.” Marti glanced at the dining room table where Richie, Marybeth, and two kids Marti vaguely recognized from the neighborhood were playing Monopoly.


“Let me see.” Peter pulled a chair up to the table and straddled it backward. “Who has the green ones?”


A boy nodded proudly. “Me.”


“Way to go, Jimmy!” Peter slapped his back and Marybeth scowled. “Well, you have two red ones, Marybeth. You’ve got to do a trade for the third, a trade at any cost. Do it, sis.”


“Interference!” Richie shouted.


“Yeah, interference!” echoed Jimmy. Marti laughed, remembering this code word the Colgans always used in their squabbles, and how everyone else, feeling so at home, used the word as if it were their own.


“Make Peter stop,” Richie said to Mrs. Colgan as she entered, holding a jar of M&M’s.


“Ah, I’ve what’s needed—happy pills. Everyone may have one, but if they don’t make you happy, you’ll get no more.” She offered them around the table. “And now that everyone is happy, I’m off to Mass. Keep an eye on the younger ones, Peter, but no interference. Marti will be a good referee, I’m sure.” She winked at Marti. Marti watched as Mrs. Colgan put on her coat, tied a scarf around her head, and lifted rosary beads from a hook by the door. She knew Mrs. Colgan went to Mass every day, having often observed her leaving at this time. The whole family went on Sundays and sometimes on a Friday or Saturday evening. Marti’s family rarely attended Mass after her father died.


She was struck by what a different Peter this was, confident and relaxed, charismatic to the younger kids. Soon the kids begged Marti to play and argued over the privilege of sitting with her, and she loved this adoration. Was this how Spencer felt around his students?


In Spencer’s room she was guarded, needing to both prove and protect herself. This feeling magnified when she was stoned, and going to the Colgans’ afterward became the release. It was fun playing with the little kids and having Mrs. Colgan (who never noticed that they were high) feed them, especially her homemade honey cakes, which Marti had never forgotten.


Her mother was pleased that Marti was busy, and didn’t keep close tabs on her. One day she remarked, “That Brooke is something, overcoming her handicap the way she does. She makes it work for her. A good lesson for you.”


Marti was incensed; a horse falling on you was a much better story than her own.


Charcoal broiled. Railroad tracks. Craters of the moon.


And Brooke didn’t have to take gym, Marti’s most hated class. Marti wondered why, popping the question as casually as she could. “Oh,” Brooke said with a toss of her hair, “they said I don’t need gym. Personally, I think it’s because they don’t want the other girls to see my gorgeous body in the locker room and feel bad.” Her roguish grin flashed across her face.


One day Brooke skipped school with Brandon, her new conquest. Peter asked Marti if she’d be at Spencer’s and she wavered, as she’d never gone without Brooke and wasn’t sure the group accepted her. However, she knew Spencer wanted her there. When she arrived, there was no Peter, only a few older kids she barely knew. Everyone asked for Brooke, Marti being only an extension of Brooke. She wished she hadn’t come, yet now felt she had no choice but to slink into a chair and accept the joint each time it came her way. Not really listening to the conversation, she looked out the window where a light snow had begun, the first of the season. This was usually a seminal, much talked about event, as snow would be with them for many months, and yet no one mentioned it. Marti felt mournful for the unappreciated snow. The students were chattering about a party and eventually everyone got up to go to it, everyone except Marti. She didn’t know whether she was included and waited to be asked, but they departed quickly, leaving only Spencer and Marti.


Spencer took a last inhale of a joint and started putting the pot away. Marti gathered her things slowly, wanting to be sure the others were safely out of the building before leaving, lest they think she was following them. “Hang on,” Spencer said, looking down at the marijuana he was carefully scooping into a film canister, “I didn’t mean you should leave. You weren’t interested in the party?” Marti shrugged. “Of course not.” Spencer moved to a chair closer to her. “You’ve been watching the snow.”


“It’s beautiful.”


“How so?”


“How? Don’t you think—” Marti stopped, bewildered. This cool, cynical new world was devoid of magic.


“I’m asking what you see. I want to see the snow as you see it.”


“The way it falls, so careful and precise. Like it matters. So delicate with no two alike, I love thinking about that. It’s hard to believe white isn’t a color when it’s so bright.”


“White is all colors. Black is the absence of color.”


Marti felt foolish. She’d been trying to show off what she’d learned in science, bungling it instead. Spencer got up and rummaged around on a bookshelf. “Of course when you’re mixing a paint palette, black is all colors.” He turned back and smiled as if reassuring her she hadn’t made a mistake. “What we see is light. Color is light, and white, having all of it, is the full spectrum.”


Marti nodded, thinking before she spoke. “The snow is a perfect white. Maybe it’s perfect because it’s everything.”


Spencer laid a book on her desk. “Wilson Bentley, otherwise known as Snowflake Bentley. He’s from Vermont. Have you heard of him?” She shook her head. “Take a look, you’re in for a treat. He spent his life photographing snowflakes.” Spencer stood directly in front of her, his long belt strap dangling in her view.


Marti flipped through plates of individual snowflakes. “They’re wonderful.” She handed the book back.


“No, it’s yours.” He pushed the book against her chest.


Marti stood, trying to break the chain of body, book, hand. “I’ll bring it back in a few days so others can look.”


“They won’t appreciate it. I want you to have it. It’ll make me feel good knowing that book is next to you at night.


“Marti, you do know nothing is perfect? Snowflake Bentley thought snow was, so much so that it killed him. He caught pneumonia after photographing in a blizzard.”


“How sad.”


“Not really, he died in service to what he loved.”


Marti bent down and put the book in her bag. She felt a sensation on her scalp and realized Spencer was touching one of the curls that had fallen out of her braids. She remained still. “Not even the purest snow is perfect, yet the golden shine of your hair defies my logic.” He twirled a curl around his finger. Once he released it, she straightened up and lifted her book bag to her chest, a shield in front of her. “There’s so much light and beauty in your artwork, and it’s mixed with pain. The way you merge the contrast . . . I’m in awe of your talent.”


“Thanks.”


“Don’t thank me, I should be thanking you for sharing from such a deep place. It’s brave of you. The pain—it comes from these?” Spencer brushed his fingers across the scars on her face. Marti bristled. “Don’t be ashamed. Tell me what happened.”


“I had an accident.”


“Did someone burn you?”


“No, no. Not like that.” What did Spencer think? Some evil mother torturing her? “We were playing; Pe—he didn’t know. Some hot water fell on me.” Spencer sat and gestured to Marti to do the same. She slid back into her seat. He moved his chair farther away as if to see her more completely, sticking his legs straight out and folding his arms, waiting. His jeans had a worn spot on the thigh, and she could see a pink shadow of skin. He really wants to know what happened. He wants to know me.


Still, she couldn’t talk about the accident, or its aftermath, so she talked of other things, pictures she’d drawn in elementary school and how different they were from everyone else’s. She thought Spencer would find this boring, yet he listened intently. “They laughed at your pictures because you didn’t put the sun in the middle with a blue sky around it. They couldn’t understand. Your teachers should have recognized your gift. Teachers can be the worst conformists, such a paradox: a teacher should free a student’s mind, not narrow it. Cruel, really, to let your work be teased instead of nurturing and protecting you, yet you survived because you’re strong. And so, so beautiful. Do you know that?”


She shook her head. “You are. And your scars”—Spencer reached out, grazing his fingers along them—“are beautiful.” She jerked away.


“Poor Marti, you don’t believe me. I believe in you. Why else would I single you out in class? You’ve wondered, haven’t you? Of course you have. It’s your talent and beauty. Your beauty haunts me.”


He let that sentence linger. Leaning forward, cupping her head in his hands, he slowly kissed her lips. Marti was immobile. Then tentatively she began to respond. At that, Spencer pulled away and kissed her forehead before standing up. “We are like souls, Marti. But it’s late.”


She stumbled out of the room. It continued snowing on the walk home. She took the book out of her bag because holding it was the only way she could believe what had happened. Besides, Snowflake Bentley wouldn’t mind snow on his book, would he? She reached one bare palm up, an offering to the snow. She counted each flake as they landed softly on her hand before dissolving.


Clasping the book tight under her covers that night, Marti tossed and turned, trying to reconstruct the feeling of the kiss and the sound of Spencer’s voice saying, “Your beauty haunts me.” Did he really say that? She couldn’t sleep, for she was awaiting the next day.
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