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To Jen Klonsky—For all that you do to bring our books into the world, and for doing it with such respect, care, and sisterly good fun . . . my thanks. This one’s for you, Pal. 





Chapter 1



First off, I’ve never told this story to anyone. Not the entire thing anyway, and not entirely truthfully. I’m only telling it now for one reason, and that’s because an untold story has a weight that can submerge you, sure as a sunken ship at the bottom of the ocean. I learned that. This kind of story, those kind of things kept secret—they have the power to keep you hidden forever, and most of all from yourself. The ghosts from that drowned ship, they keep haunting.


So here is the story. Sit back and make yourself comfortable and all that.


I met him at a basketball game.


Wait. You should also know that another friend of mine, Annie Willows, had asked me to go with her and her friends to El Corazon that night to hear some band and that I didn’t go. If I had gone, all this might never have happened. The way two people can end up in the same place, find each other in a crowd, and change their lives and the lives of the people around them forever . . . It makes you believe in fate. And fate gives love some extra authority. Like it’s been stamped with approval from above, if you believe in above. A godly green light. Some destined significance.


Anyway.


My school was playing his, and I was there with my friend Shakti, who was watching her boyfriend Luke, number sixteen, who was at that moment sitting on the bench and drumming his fingers on his knee like he did when he was nervous. Inside the gym there was that fast, high energy crackle of competition and screaming fans and the squeak of tennis shoes stopping and starting on shiny floors.


He was with another girl; that was one thing. I was aware of her only vaguely as she moved away from him. She maneuvered sideways through the crowd, purse over her shoulder, heading to the bathroom, maybe. His eyes followed her and then landed on me, and by the time she came back, it was over for her, though she didn’t know it. That sounds terrible, and I still feel bad about it. But something had already been set in motion, and I wonder and wonder how things would have been if I’d have just let that moment pass, the one where our eyes met. If I had just taken Shakti’s arm and moved off, letting the electrical jolt that passed between us fade off, letting the girl return to his side, letting fate head off in another direction entirely, where he would have kept his eyes fixed on the girl with the purse or on another girl entirely.


My father, Bobby Oates*, said that love at first sight should send you running, if you know what’s good for you. It’s your dark pieces having instant recognition with their dark pieces, he says. You’re an idiot if you think it means you’ve met your soul mate. So I was an idiot. He looked so nice. He was nice. After Dylan Ricks, I was looking for nice. Dylan Ricks once held my arm behind my back and then twisted so hard that I heard something pop.


“Thirsty!” I yelled to Shakti, and she nodded. I moved away from her, followed the line of his eyes until I was standing next to him. I wish you knew me, because you’d appreciate what this meant. I would never just go walking up to some guy. I would never ignore the fact that his girlfriend was right then in the bathroom putting on new lip gloss. Never. I was nice and my friends were nice, which meant we lacked the selfish, sadistic overconfidence of popularity. But I didn’t care about that girl right then. It’s awful, and I’m sorry, but it was true. I kind of even hated me for it, but it was like I had to do what I was going to do. I can’t explain it. I wish I could. He was very tall and broad shouldered, white-blond hair swooped over his forehead, good-looking, oh, yeah, with those impossible, perfectly designed Scandinavian features. Still, it wasn’t just his looks. It was some pull. The ball hit hard against the backboard, which shuddered and clattered. The ref’s whistle shrieked and the crowd yelled its cheers and protests.


I held my hands up near my ears. “Loud,” I said to him.


He leaned in close. His voice surprised me. He had this accent. It was lush and curled, with the kind of lilt and richness that made you instantly think of distant cities and faraway lands—the kind of city you’d see in a foreign film, with a snow-banked river winding through its center, stone bridges crossing to an ornate church. Ice castles and a royal family and coats lined with fur. The other guys in that gym—they watched ESPN and slunked in suburban living rooms and slammed the doors of their mothers’ minivans. See—I had already made him into someone he would never be, and I didn’t know it then, but he was already doing the same with me, too.


“I don’t even know what I’m doing here,” he said. “I actually hate sports.”


I laughed. “How many people here are secretly wishing they were somewhere else?”


He looked around. Shook his head. “Just us.”


I was wishing that, all right. I was wishing we were both somewhere else. A somewhere together. A warm heat was starting at my knees, working its way up. “I’ve got to . . .” I gestured toward Shakti.


“Right,” he said.


I made my way back to Shakti, who was standing on her toes at the sidelines, trying to see Luke, who had been called in to the game and who was now dribbling the ball down the court in his shiny gold shorts. “He’s in,” she said. “Oh, please, God, let him not do what he did last time.”


But I was too distracted to actually watch and see if Luke would accidentally pass the ball to an opposing teammate as he had during the last game. My focus had shifted, my whole focus—one moment he wasn’t there and then he was, and my mind and body were buzzing with awareness and hope and uncertainty. You have ordinary moments and ordinary moments and more ordinary moments, and then, suddenly, there is something monumental right there. You have past and future colliding in the present, your own personal Big Bang, and nothing will ever be the same.


That was the point, there, then, when I should have shaken it off and gone on. I see it like an actual road in my mind, forking off. I should have kept my eyes on Luke with his sky-length legs and skinny chest; I should have cheered when he passed that ball just as he should have, to number twenty-four, who shot a clean basket. I should have stayed in that moment and moved on from that moment, when Shakti grabbed my arm and squeezed. Instead, I watched him as he headed through the crowd, and he looked back at me and our eyes met again before he disappeared.


It was already too late. Basically, two springs and two summers and the sea and the haunting had all already happened.





Chapter 2



That was before.


But after, as that second summer approached, my father decided we needed to leave. It felt too dangerous there. We rented our house to a researcher doing work at the university. Something scientific. It was hard to imagine a science guy in our house, which overflowed with my father’s books and papers and his collection of ship lanterns and paperweights. My father would be leaving behind his cherished and tangled grapevines, which grew over a large arbor in the yard and which he tended to lovingly with clippers and a careful eye. We’d be back in time for their ripening, in time for him to make his home brew wine. I thought my dad drank too much, for one thing.


I stood in the open doorway of his office, the large old French doors swung wide. His reading glasses were on a chain and hung down on his chest.


“It all seems too big,” I said.


We were trying to hurry, but I couldn’t seem to get going. My father was shoving things into a box. “Don’t get stuck, Clara Pea. Get a move on.”


“How do you pack for three months?” I asked him. I’d never been gone from home that long. Everything about the trip seemed hard to grasp. My mind felt lately like a building destroyed by a natural disaster, where all I could do was walk around the rubble and wonder what I could possibly do next.


“Just bring the things you love most. You’ve got to have good things around you now, right, Pea? Your favorite shoes, your favorite sweater. Shirts, T-shirts. You need anything else, God forbid, we can go shopping.” Dad hated shopping. Malls, cell phones, and reality television—don’t even get him started.


“You bringing that?” I asked. He was wrapping one of his paperweights, one of the largest, shaped like an old typewriter and just as heavy.


“I’ll keep it under the bed since I don’t have a baseball bat.”


My stomach dropped. His eyes were bright and he was grinning, but I thought he might be serious, too. He felt that same shadow looming that I did. One time I actually drove too fast and turned down some crazy street because I thought I was being followed. Looking at Dad then, I felt guilty suddenly, or rather, again, for this leaving. He had a book due by the end of the summer. He had every reason to stay here where he was.


“Pea, you know I can write anywhere,” Dad said, reading my mind. He was good at that. He was someone you couldn’t hide from. “I could write in the back of a pickup truck driving across the country. Who could have complaints about the beach, Pea? I just might want to stay.”


“God, Dad.” I rubbed my forehead. “This is all so strange.”


“It’s good for both of us,” he said, even though there was nothing good about what was happening. He finished wrapping the paperweight in newspaper and set it in a wide leather bag. I could see the fat pages of a manuscript there, too, and a stack of index cards wrapped in a rubber band. “You need a place you can breathe for a while. I need a place you can breathe for a while.” My father knew about recovering yourself after you were sure you were lost. He had taken a trip like this once. Different, though. It was more about grief than guilt, and it only lasted the two weeks he thought he could be away from me, since I was young and needed him. I had stayed with JoJo Dean, a friend of my father’s, as my father mourned my mother in private.*


“You went away to a beach before,” I reminded him.


“A different beach. Not one I want to go back to.” He closed the zipper of the bag. “Haul ass, kid,” he said.


And so I did.


* * *


We left the city behind us and drove north, until the land flattened into farms and pastures and tulip fields. And then east, down two-lane roads forested on each side, full of tall evergreens and dark, mossy places that made the air feel suddenly cool. Little towns appeared at stoplights, three or four buildings at most, a church, a café, sparse I-wonder-who-lives-here-and-why streets. And then forest again.


“Do you remember the bridge?” my father asked. The car smelled like french fries, and the backseat held the crumpled-up bags from our lunch stop.


I looked around. “Bridge?”


“Not yet. This is one you wouldn’t miss. It’s the bridge over Deception Pass. We came here a long time ago. I carried you in a pack down to the beach. After we hiked up to the car again, we realized you’d lost your sandal. Your mom ran all the way back down the trail to get it. I said, Leave it, we’ll buy her new ones, but she ran the two, three miles down there anyway. Came back with that shoe.” He smiled. “A triumph.”


I smiled, too. The windows were rolled down. He was shouting a little. He didn’t like air-conditioning when you could get the smells and feel of the real outside right there in your face.


“Okay, be ready.”


He was right. Deception Pass—you couldn’t have missed that bridge spanning those waters. It was almost shocking the way nature can be so suddenly before you in all its enormity and beauty. Out of the forest, and then—wow. Just, wow—this deep, steep down-ness, this drop to the sparkling waters of Deception Pass, a thin bridge spanning the impossible distance.


“Let’s pull over. This is a bridge you have to walk across.”


“Got it. A metaphor, right?” Dad was a writer down to his cells, and he loved metaphors. Everything was a metaphor. Your dirty laundry could be one. Unexpected encounters with dog shit, definitely.


“Ha, I didn’t even think of it,” he said. He’d already unbuckled his seat belt and had flung his door open in the small crescent of gravel that was the lookout point. “Deception Pass. How does one make that crossing, at least permanently?”


“You’re asking me?” I said. We wouldn’t be standing there right then if I understood how to manage deception and my own self-lies. I stepped outside. I breathed in—the air felt huge. The blue-gray-green waters that stretched out before us sparkled in the sun. It smelled great out there. “I keep feeling like we have to go. Like we have to hurry.”


“We can relax now,” he said. He took a big dramatic breath. “Ah! This is magnificent, eh? Christ, I should set a book out here.”


He was right. The rock wall that dropped to the water was sheer and craggy, and as we stepped out onto the narrow footpath of the bridge itself, my stomach seemed to tumble and fall the million miles down to the jagged waves below. The landscape was moody and dangerous. “I can’t look,” I said. It was too far down. We were safe; our feet were on the solid ground of the bridge and I gripped the iron rail, but my heart still felt the long, long drop.


“Look right at it. Know you can,” Dad said. “Look right at that fear. Fear is the biggest bullshitter.”


This was not just some motivational rah-rah to get me through what was happening right then. This was how my father talked a good lot of the time. His words had layers—they went two or three directions when other people’s words went one. He was curious and playful and hungry for meaning, and his speech reflected that. My friends said he sounded like a writer. I didn’t know what this meant until I stayed over at Annie’s or Emma’s or Shakti’s houses, where dads either asked you about school or didn’t say much at all.


You had to walk single file on that bridge, and so I followed him across, the cars whipping past us on one side, the sheer drop below us on the other. We made it to the far end, where a matching set of warning signs were posted along the cliffs, as if anyone would be stupid enough to climb there. I felt a little sick and a little proud. It had a sort of significance, though I didn’t know what kind. It had to—you didn’t cross the perilous distance over Deception without it meaning something.


* * *


We got back in the car and wound our way down the island. You could practically follow the wet and salty air and that tangled underwater smell right down to the sea. The house was small and gray and shingled and sat at the tip of the peninsula. In spite of everything I felt excited, like I wanted to run out and explore the place, like you do when you’re a kid on vacation. My father had found the house in the back of Seattle magazine, where the travel ads are. Some guy was renting it out while he was working in California. We left the car packed and my father unlocked the front door, and I checked it all out—the small kitchen and the closets and the little white bedroom with white curtains that would be mine and the bigger paneled bedroom that would be my father’s. The man who owned the house had good taste—his shirts were expensive and the cupboard had flavored vinegars and fancy olives and a bottle of Scotch.


“Something to do with the film industry,” my father guessed. “California, right? It makes sense.” He was standing by the bookshelf, the first place he always went to find out about a person.


I looked, too. “The Elements of Screenwriting. Elia Kazan: A Life; The Making of Citizen Kane. But wait. Zig Ziglar’s See You at the Top? The Art of Closing Any Deal? Some sort of businessman? What do you know about the guy?”


“Not a thing,” my father said, pleased. This was a game that could last us the three months, easy.


“We could just look him up on the Internet,” I said.


“Cheating!” he said. “Don’t you dare. I’m going to get the bags. Feel free to gather more clues about our host.”


Instead of gathering more clues, though, I sat down on the bed in my crisp, clean room. The bed had the kind of sheets and down comforter you could sleep years in. I wished I could sleep years, that’s how tired I was. A million years tired. The sheets smelled good, like spring. I looked out my large window, trimmed in blue paint. I could see the coastline from my bed, the blue-gray sea, though that night after dinner, it would become unbelievably dark out there. The dark of the ocean was an endless dark.


It started to sink in: no one knew who I was here, and no one back home knew where I was. It was a fantastically freeing feeling. I could be anyone at all. I could be someone with an entirely different past, and a wide open future.


You’d imagine with a feeling like that, a person could sleep easy. I guess I was thinking, though, that if someone were walking around outside, even right outside my window, you wouldn’t hear those footsteps in the soft sand.





Chapter 3



Of course I went to the next basketball game our school played against his. The minute I got home that first night, I’d looked up the game schedule to see when we’d be playing his team again. I thought about him every day until then. I started having those conversations with him in my head that you have when you first meet someone you sense is going to be important in your life. I told him things about me I thought he should know. That I was a mostly shy person concealing that fact; too straight, probably. Never tried pot and never wanted to but had several times been to parties and pretended to drink something I wasn’t really drinking. I read too much. I was scared of spiders but once was stung by a hundred bees and didn’t cry. I told him I loved the butter lake you could make in mashed potatoes with the back of your spoon, and the way lumberyards smelled, and goofy dogs, but that I didn’t know what I wanted to do when I “grew up.” Something with words like my father, I said to him in my head, because words were hills and valleys you traveled, so lovely sometimes that they hurt your eyes. I told him I felt sure there was a true and right place for me I hadn’t found yet.


I imagined him telling me other things. His first memory. Who had hurt him and who had loved him best. His dreams. It was stupid, and I’m not that kind of person, but I even imagined us living somewhere together. I imagined us traveling to the place he had come from. We would visit museums with paintings in heavy gold frames or watch the northern lights with wool mittens on our hands.


I had decided what to wear three days before*, but once I had on those jeans and that shirt I decided it looked like I was trying too hard because I was trying too hard, and that ignited one of those clothes crises that can get a person seriously panicked, where you feel the slick, precarious slope between having it all together and being completely out of control. Clothes piled up and I knew I was going to be late, and finally I put on something I wore all the time—my old jeans and a soft green shirt, my hair taken from its barrette and worn straight. Right away I felt better—feeling confident at a time like that was hard enough without having to get to know some new outfit, too.


I borrowed Dad’s car, listened to my favorite girl power CD for a little musical rejection-proofing. I checked my reflection in the rearview mirror at the stoplights. My stomach felt giddy and tumbling. All this, and he probably wouldn’t even be there.


The parking lot was packed. I think we were in some sort of basketball playoffs—I could never quite follow all of the specifics when Shakti told me. It was dark already and there was that parking lot excitement of a big event, headlights and shouts and loud laughter, people crossing into the paths of idling cars and running to the curb. Shakti met me out front by the bike rack, our usual place. Her eyes were bright in the streetlights.


“This is it,” she said, and gave a little squeal. Shakti wasn’t the squealing type, and neither was I. She was smart and thoughtful and dinners at her house were careful and quiet, though the huge plates of food served by her mother were steaming and delicious and somehow passionate. Shakti had dreams of medical school and would no doubt get there, unlike Luke’s friend, Sean Pollard, who talked about going to Harvard Law School, but who thought a tort was one of those fancy desserts.


“Is Luke nervous?” I asked.


“Oh, God, Clara, he looked ready to puke. There’s a million people in there.”


“Poor guy,” I said. But I didn’t feel “poor guy.” What I felt was my own disappointment. A million people. The chances of me seeing him again in a crowd like that were next to zero.


We squeezed our way through the mob. Our band was playing a pounding, rousing something, and your ears just thrummed with noise. The blare of contemporary tribal warfare. Shakti had her place she liked to stand, right near the team benches, where she could keep an eye on Luke and on the assistant coach, our old history teacher, Mr. Dutton. Mr. Dutton’s face showed every emotion, and Shakti was sure she could read his game plan for Luke in his expressions. This was fine by me. We’d made an agreement in my head, the boy-from-somewhere- else and me—we’d meet again in the same spot. It was the only likely way we’d run in to each other again. I’d walk over to him, just as I had last time. I had it all planned out for us.


The whistle screeched; the game began. There was the rumble of running and the slams of the ball being dribbled down the court. Everyone was shouting. But I was in that strange place of heightened awareness that makes you feel both more a part of your surroundings and completely lifted out from them. The scoreboard was flashing and Shakti shouted things my way and one of our good friends, Nick Jakes, came over to stand with us, but I felt only that single presence in the room somewhere, his eyes on me, that sense of being watched that makes your every move feel acted out with a charged self-consciousness. He was in the room, I was in the room, and we both knew it.


I kept scanning the crowd, looking toward the place he’d stood with the girl last time. He wasn’t there. He wasn’t anywhere. The first quarter was over. We moved toward the end of the second. I was starting to lose my energy for this game, the one I alone was playing. Disappointment and the ways I’d been foolish were starting to sneak in around the edges of all that hope and buildup. I was beginning to rewrite the whole deal. So, we’d said a few things to each other, so what. So, it meant more to me, obviously, than it did to him. That happens, right? No big loss. I was glad I hadn’t worn that other outfit. That outfit would have felt humiliating as I walked back to the car.


Nick bought Shakti and me a Coke, two sloshy drinks in paper cups. His fingers passed mine as he handed it to me. I hadn’t realized it before, but I think Nick liked me. We thanked him. We stood and yelled stupid jokes about the other team’s mascot, who wore a costume that looked like a gopher on steroids. I said something that made Nick laugh, and he put his thumbs through my belt loops and gave my waist a shake. The clock kept ticking. I was reluctantly letting go of the stupid fantasy I’d had.


And then I felt a tap on my shoulder, two light hits with a rolled-up program. I turned my head.


“Still wish you were somewhere else?” he shouted.


My heart, which had slunk off somewhere safe, now had some catching up to do. It zoomed to its rightful place and started beating madly. Some people can be disappointing when you see them again after spending time with them in your imagination. They can look younger and act it too, or have some strange mole or weird teeth you wish you were generous enough not to care about. But he was not disappointing. Not at all. That silky, white-blond hair, those blue eyes. And he smelled good. Good enough that the warm buzz began again; it started at my knees, worked its way up.


“Hi,” I said.


“Hi.”


We just looked at each other and grinned as if we’d just pulled off something great, some great heist or magic trick. Then he gestured his head toward the door. “Let’s.”


“I’ll be right back,” I shouted to Shakti and Nick. I still held that Coke Nick had bought for me. It was now a cup of mixed emotions with crushed ice. Shakti looked at this stranger and raised her eyebrows—curious, but also disapproving. We didn’t know this guy. This wasn’t the kind of thing either of us would do. Then again, we had known Dylan Ricks and look what had happened there.


I admired him from the back—those broad shoulders, snug T-shirt, a butt you didn’t mind one bit walking behind. It was the kind you’d want to put your hands on, let’s just say that. The gym doors were propped open for air, and outside there was the sudden freedom of the cold night mingled with the smell of someone smoking far off. A car engine revved, and a girl shouted something. Someone laid on their horn, yelled Fuckers! and laughed loud.


As we walked toward the track, the pulsing energy and sounds of the gym fell back. I wasn’t sure who was leading, but it must have been me. It was me. I was leading the whole time, see? That’s what I’m trying to say. The track bleachers were a good place to talk. I led him through the dark ticket gate, and we sat down on a cold metal bleacher seat a few climbs up. He was there right next to me, after being in my head for weeks. It was hard to believe. The air smelled like fall—orange leaves piled upon orange leaves making their own scent that rose up in the October night. It felt surprising and unreal, one of those times you feel like you’re in someone else’s body. It wasn’t how I imagined it going, but it would do just fine. Better.


“You smell really good,” he said. Ah, that voice.


“I was thinking the same thing about you,” I said. “Clara. We don’t even know each others’ names. Clara Oates.”


He didn’t ask about my father, as some people did when I told them who I was. You could tell he hadn’t been here very long. “Christian Nilsson. Do we shake now?” he teased. I saw his eyes laughing. I held out my hand to shake, to tease back, and he took it. Ran a finger down my palm before letting it drop.


It made me shiver. Christian. The name felt surprising. There was his actual name, who he was, a piece of information that meant there were a thousand other pieces of information about him I didn’t know yet. It felt like a door to another land. “That’s a beautiful name,” I said. My words sounded stupid to me suddenly, and I felt myself blush. It was a beautiful name, it sounded like a designer scarf, and I was just me, and I hadn’t come from anywhere special.


“Who was that guy you were with?” he said.


“Nick? Just a friend.”


“Ah,” he said, as if there were likely more to that story, which there wasn’t. He looked out over the empty track. Dylan Ricks had been on the lacrosse team. I had sat in that same spot to watch him play before. “I was hoping you’d be here tonight. I don’t give a shit about that game.”


He made the word shit sound luxuriant and striking, something you wanted more of, please. If nothing else, you could love him for that voice.


“I was hoping to see you too,” I said. I was bold. The moon was big and white. I could hardly believe what was happening. Dylan Ricks had been my only boyfriend before this. I’d gone to the movies with Terrence Hilligan, out for coffee, that kind of thing, but I hadn’t wanted to kiss him. Harrison Daily for homecoming. I’d once gone to a movie with Dean Yamaguchi to be nice. It felt like my life was changing.


“I don’t normally go hunting down girls like this, just so you know.”


He looked at me expectantly. I knew what I was supposed to say—that I didn’t do that kind of thing, either. It was the truth, so it was easy. But I could feel his need to hear it, his need for my reassurance, and that need made me feel . . . large, maybe. In a way I hadn’t before. But he didn’t know that. For all he knew, I was always that large. It felt good. Fun. Unexpectedly large is sudden, magic levitation—you’re high, an impervious Balloon of Joy. So instead, I teased. “Well, I don’t go hunting down girls, either. But guys . . .”


“Oh, I see,” he said. “You’re that kind.” He looked at me with those blue, blue eyes. I kept watching his mouth. You’d want to bite that bottom lip. I wanted to right then. This was the way I had never felt about Terrence Hilligan. I don’t think I’d ever felt that way about Dylan, either.


“Okay, obvious question,” I said. “Where are you from?”


“Texas,” he said. He grinned at me, and I laughed. “No, Copenhagen. My mother married an American. She was a journalist. They met here, in California. We moved to the states three years ago, but my mother hated Los Angeles.”


“Wow,” I said. “I can’t even imagine Copenhagen. But my father is a writer, too. Novelist. Mysteries, crime . . .”


“We don’t read many paperbacks,” he said.


I felt my father’s reputation unfairly plummet, from bestselling author with countless fans* to some writer of supermarket books with gold foil covers, sold used at flea markets for a quarter. My own defensiveness prickled, and I was about to blow it all by counting off various honors my father had earned when Christian took my hand. I could see he didn’t mean anything by his comment. He held my hand in both of his. This wasn’t something boys here would do either. He held it like something precious.


“I’m just glad your mother didn’t like L.A.,” I said.


He looked into my eyes, way down in, and I was sure he could see all of the important things there. He looked and he understood and maybe even had the ability to know me like no one else had before. I didn’t feel like a seventeen-year-old girl, the sometimes brave but mostly searching girl that I was. I felt fully formed in ways that someone, a man, could respect and desire. I felt all that right there on the cold bleacher seat. I was much more than I normally was, that was for sure.


And his eyes, blue—if mine were all at once known, his were all things unknown. The wide unknown, long plane rides, a country of Vikings and midsummer, of beautiful blond people and old royal castles and the white, icy shadow of Greenland. Busy streets winding irrationally, brimming with people and the smells of promising new foods. Our own streets were dull and quiet except for the beep of the crosswalk sign that thoughtfully let blind people know they could go ahead. We were vanilla here, and the rest of the world had all the other flavors.


Those things—they sat there like an invitation. To a party you never thought in a million years you’d be going to but suddenly felt ready for.


He leaned forward and I could feel his warm breath. He was going to kiss me, I thought. He waited, and so I leaned forward, too. I wanted that kiss. He moved toward me and our mouths met and our tongues entwined and it got hot right away. Jesus. I stopped.


“I’ve got to get back,” I said. My mouth tasted different.


“Let’s walk, then.”


I felt awkward being so suddenly set free. My legs were wobbling walking down the bleachers. The night had seemed almost graceful and fluid, which did not match with the clumping of my shoes on the metal seats as I made my way to the field. Before we got to the gym doors, he stopped.


“I told myself not to be an idiot and forget your phone number this time.”


“You’re right. What if we forgot?” It was so new and fragile it could easily disappear like melting snow, like spoken words, like a dream upon waking. You needed ways to pin it to the ground, ways like phone numbers and addresses and plans to see each other again. I looked around in my bag for paper, but no luck. I found the business card of the guy who had just fixed my dad’s transmission, Jake Ritchee, Smith and Gray Auto, where I’d dropped the car off as a favor to my dad. I drew a line across the front, wrote my name and number and e-mail address on the back.


Christian took my pen, then turned my palm upright and wrote his number there. “It’s on you forever now,” he joked.


“Okay,” I said. It was that awkward good-bye place. A kiss or hug would have been too intentional then.


“All right,” he said as if we’d decided something important. He grinned, but his self-confidence had shifted slightly. He looked stunned, dazed. I had affected him. Knowing it felt vast and shimmery. He thought for a moment. “You let me kiss you.”


“And I’d let you again,” I said.


He turned and headed back to his car. He hadn’t cared about that game—he didn’t even return to it. But I did return, with his number on my palm, black ink that looked as permanent as a tattoo. I had forgotten my Coke cup back there on the bleacher seat, I realized.


I found Shakti where I’d left her. She stood there now with Akello, a friend of ours from Uganda. Nick had moved on.


“So who was that?” Shakti asked.


“Christian. He’s from Denmark.”


“Hmm. Watch out,” Akello said. “Lots of consonants shoved together, those people. And Abba.”


“Weren’t they Swedish?” Shakti said.


“‘Dancing Queen, long and mean, give it the Dancing Queen,’” Akello sang. His made his voice really high. He shimmied around a little, with his arms up.


“Abba Greatest Hits Gold,” Shakti said, in an announcer voice.


I rolled my eyes at them. Shakti gave me a look that said we weren’t through talking. But I didn’t want to share everything yet with anyone, even her. I needed that time alone with it first, that delicious time where you replay every moment, where you make what has happened more real and also less—it becomes fact the more you repeat it, but it becomes story, too, with all the characters and plot and fictional truths.


I didn’t even know what the score of that game was. I drove home. I lay in bed in the darkness, bringing the night from start to end in my mind again and again—You let me kiss you. And I’d let you again. My words had felt daring and right (and lucky, too, given how the right words usually came to me only when it was too late), and his had seemed grateful and a little awestruck. It was powerful to make someone feel awestruck. It was new, and I liked it. I was sure that feeling of power could make me bold again and more bold, too. I was not somehow smaller than him, or less interesting. He wasn’t so large to be beyond me—he didn’t see me that way, not at all. This was what confidence felt like. It was swirling upward inside of me, and that was the irony. The biggest feeling I had that night was of my own power.


Maybe he felt that, too. Maybe that was the seed. My power, his sudden powerlessness. This, too, is the ugly little heart of my guilt. I was the one who led, I was the one who stepped into that power and owned it and liked it. But then again, I was maybe only drunk from that kiss; my dark places were meeting his dark places, and I could only see his words as awestruck. I didn’t see the accusation there. It was already right there, wasn’t it, from the very beginning? Did that mean it would have been there no matter what I had done or said or felt? Could it be that there was never actually an escalation that I had caused, but instead only the ways he increasingly revealed himself?


I wouldn’t see the accusation in those words until I had played that scene so many times in my mind. And many more times still, the way you do when you are trying and trying to understand the senseless logic of tragic things.





Chapter 4



When I woke, my new bedroom in the rented house was white with hazy morning sun still hid by clouds. I had left the window open, and the breeze coming through smelled damp and salty. I put on my robe, looked out to the long stretch of sand, twice as deep as the night before now that the tide was out. My heart did a little leap, that heart swoop that meant there were still things to look forward to. We were right to come here, if only because the ocean reminded you that impossible things were possible. Miles and miles of the deepest waters that moved like clockwork were possible. Creatures like jellyfish and sea urchins were, too. Millions and jillions of the tiniest grains of sand to form one long, soft beach—yep, even that was possible.


Or maybe it was just the smell of bacon cooking that made me feel so good. Dad had the radio on, too—NPR, by the sound of it. At home, he drove me crazy with the sound of that NPR, but I liked it right then. It was familiar but new in this new place. Pans were clattering, which meant French toast, too, and I could hear him whistling. I hurried, and for the first time in a while I was hurrying because of something good in front of me instead of something bad behind me.


“The great day waits, Sweet Pea,” my father said happily. He was wearing drawstring striped pajama bottoms and a white undershirt and was wielding a spatula. He had his scuffers on, which is what he called those old slippers of his with the open backs. His black-gray hair was longer than usual, though his beard and mustache were kept trim, and he had on the rectangular black glasses he wore in the mornings or when his contacts were bothering him. His nose was big, and he looked a bit rough, but women thought he was Italian because of his olive skin. They liked his edge, and he often got letters from them based only on that black-and-white jacket cover photo.*


“That looks so good,” I said. “I’m starving.”


“I’m glad. You’re looking too thin. It makes me think of your mother.”


My mother. Rachel Fournier Oates. It was true, she had been thin, I could see that in the pictures. I resembled her, not Dad, with her light brown hair, angled face, and serious eyes. She wore her hair long and straight, though, or in a ponytail down her back, whereas mine stops right at my shoulders.


“They’re all thin on that side of the family,” I said.


“Nerves,” he said. He didn’t elaborate, and I didn’t want him to. My mother’s family hated him, and it seemed like the feeling was mutual. Still, they were our relatives, hers and mine.


I snitched a piece of bacon right off the plate. “Bacon makes you believe in God.”


“A pig would disagree. See if he’s got any hot sauce around here,” Dad said, which meant he would be making eggs, too. “You’ll never believe what I found on the shelf above my dresser.” He gestured toward the table, where a thin leather photo album sat at what I guessed was now my place.


“Jackpot,” I said. “We know what he looks like now.”


“Not so fast,” Dad said. “Hey, take a look at these knives. The guy likes only the best.”


I grinned at Dad brandishing the silver knife with the black handle, looked down at the album. I opened the cover, expecting to see our mystery host in full color, but instead there were only dim, square photos from the 1970s—blond boys with shaggy, feathered hair, flannel shirts tucked in to flared jeans with wide belts. I turned the page. The same blond boys with groovy, 1970s parents in front of a Christmas tree flocked white. Some family trip to some unidentified state capital. “All we know is that he’s blond,” I said.


“And a little younger than me. You think?” Dad said. “He’s probably in high school there?”


My father was loving this. Maybe he liked not knowing, or maybe he liked finding out. We once followed a searchlight for miles until we ended up at a Fred Meyer opening in Lynnwood. Dad wasn’t even disappointed. “I guess. Ooh. Looking hot here.” I held up the album so he could see a teenage couple in front of a purple backdrop with a gold moon. School dance. “Three-piece suit in high school? He’s wearing a vest.”


“He’s not hot. He’s a stud. And she’s a fox. They’re about to leave that idiotic dance to get it on in a Chevy van. Have you noticed that no one gets it on anymore? No one is funky? No one gets down?” My father was on a roll. He cracked eggs into a pan, and they started to sizzle in the melted butter. He picked a bit of shell out with the edge of his finger. “We could feed the fire department.”


“No one boogies . . .” I added. I remembered my friend Danisha’s mother, listening to the oldies station every morning when we carpooled to middle school.


“No pretty mamas no more,” Dad said. You could tell he liked how the words sounded. I did too.


We ate that enormous breakfast. Dad slapped more French toast on my plate because we needed to eat up for a big day. I groaned when Dad said this. It was the kind of heavy meal that makes you feel in need of a nap. Food coma. I didn’t see how truck drivers did it. I’d pictured lying around on my white bed in the white room, reading books off of the mystery man’s shelf. “Don’t you need to work today?” I asked.


“Explore the town,” he said through a mouthful of eggs. “Find the library. Bank. Grocery store. A job for you.”


I pushed my plate away. “God, no. Dad—”


“If you think you’re going to laze around pondering the miserable state of your life all summer, it’s not going to happen. Job, and maybe those waylaid college applications, right? It’s for your own good. Note that this is often what parents say when it is also for our own good. I can’t work with a human weather system in the next room.”


“There’s miles of beach,” I tried.


“Forget it.”


“Did you see how big that town was? What are the chances of even finding a job?”


“Zero, if we don’t look. You’re not the depressed type, C.P. When have you ever been the depressed type? We Oateses are sturdy folks. There is an after you have to plan for, here. Bus is leaving, ten minutes.” He shoved his chair back and stood. For a minute I thought he might pound his chest like an alpha male gorilla. It was puffed out like that, anyway. “God, the ocean is energizing,” he said.


    * * *


    The library was the first stop, as it always was when my father was in a new place. He visited libraries like other people did museums or historic churches. The Bishop Rock Library was so tiny, it could have fit into the children’s room of the Seattle branch. He bullshitted with the librarian who followed him out with her eyes, I noticed. I told you, women looked at him like that. He checked out a large, hefty book on the history of revolvers (that thing weighed fifteen pounds, I swear) as well as several novels, and I did the same.


“She said to check the taffy shop for jobs,” my father said when we emerged and found ourselves back on the main street. “Did you know Bishop Rock taffy is world renowned?” He smirked with a bit of superiority, but I could tell he liked this small town. We walked down the sidewalk, past a tiny grocery and a store selling souvenir T-shirts, and finally arrived at the candy shop, which had a yellow striped awning and a sweet, buttery smell oozing like sugar lava from the doorway. Dad stopped, but only for a second. “Come on,” he said, and we walked past that place. It was one of the good things about him—my father understood the fine shadings of feeling, the sense you had in your gut but didn’t have words for. The yellow awning and the bins of sunny pastels and the matching yellow aprons and the optimism of taffy were impossibly surreal and strange against the backdrop of what had happened—think pop music in a funeral home, or a brand new baby dressed all in black. I could never work there, not then. Cheer and despair don’t like to sit that close together.


Across the street there was a small marina, a dock of parked fishing boats, and a small, dilapidated tug. There was a second dock filled with sailboats and cruisers and motorboats. A huge sailboat was moored at the very end, with a mast straight to the sky, and you could see a guy on the deck, shading his eyes to look at another guy, who was hanging way up in a harness on that mast.


“Look,” my father said.


“Beautiful,” I said.


“Let’s go see it.”


“Dad . . .” I hated when he did this. He wasn’t just going to go see it—he would talk to those guys. He had to talk to people. All people, anywhere, people in movie lines and airports, chefs and taxi drivers. He learned things, great, but it always felt a bit embarrassing. Did they even want to tell him their life stories, or how a propeller worked, or how many miles they guessed they’d driven that taxi over the years? “I’ve got to find a job, remember?” I said. But he had already tossed our bag of books in the car and was crossing the street, heading toward the marina and that gorgeous sailboat.
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