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KATIE


THE MAN IS HANGING FROM THE STAIRS AGAIN, which means it’s going to be another bad day.

I slide past him without looking in his direction. He’s just a shadow hanging off the stair rail, la la la, he doesn’t exist, nothing to worry about.

Instead I’m thinking about Mom.

Maybe she’ll come back today. Maybe this afternoon, when I’m home alone because Phil doesn’t get home until six, maybe I’ll finally hallucinate a knock at the door, and it’ll be her, finally, her—

Part of me just says I want to see my mom. I want to talk to her, I want to hug her, I want—

Mom never liked me to read ghost stories, which is kind of ironic, but I read “The Monkey’s Paw” in school. It’s about a kid who dies in an accident, and his parents make a wish to get him back, and then late at night they hear this dragging, moaning thing knocking at the door? The thing is, Mom died in an accident too. Some guy hit her with his car. I can’t look at her clothes or smell her perfume; I made Phil pack them away. She had a pair of red flip-flops I used to borrow all the time. When Phil gave them to me, I screamed and made him take them back.

Maybe the guy will still be hanging from the banister when I get back from school, and this’ll be the day when he stops just hanging there and turns his purple face slooowly and starts pulling himself up the rope—

I’d rather see him than Mom. I want to see her. I don’t. I don’t know what I want.

I should introduce myself, like in a meeting of Ghost Seers Anonymous. Hi, I’m Katie, and I never see ghosts. None of the things I see are real. Nobody actually hung himself from the staircase in our two-family. I know this because I asked.

What I see are hallucinations. Hallucinations happen to lots of people, but mostly not to fifteen-year-old girls. Something bad has to happen to you.

What happened to me is Mom died.

A year ago today.

I could hang out with Phil, and we’ll talk about how it’s a year today, or we won’t, and it’ll be really awkward. Or I could sit in the school art room and draw and have Ms. Rosen, the art teacher, worry about what I might have to draw and tell me I have talent, but don’t I want to draw something else?

Ms. Rosen is the worst, because she tries to understand and sympathize even though she doesn’t know a thing about me. She always wants to see what I draw, because she was a friend of Mom’s and she used to admire my work back when I drew fluffy little kitties and princess outfits. I don’t want to be sympathized with. I would rather be laughed at by half the school than understood by Ms. Rosen.

So where am I going to spend my time after school today when I don’t want to be home alone?

Mom and I used to go to the park at Jamaica Pond. Back before everything happened. Back before there were any ghosts but Dad. Before.

Everything’s all right in parks. Parks are sunny. Parks are full of swings and benches and green grass.

Nobody dies in parks.

When I get to the park after school it’s sort of misty-foggy and chill, a northern light, with the trees making black blotches in the background. I chain my bike and sit cross-legged on a park bench with my sketchbook balanced on my knees. I lean back and let my mind and eyes blur: white space of the paper, pale gray water and field, black pine trees. I want to make something all pale smudginess, not an edge, not a line, something that will make people feel chilly and foggy and sad, like they’re missing the person they love most. A picture about how Mom’s not here. Not about her dying.

I uncross my eyes and look.

I’m not alone here. Out in the field a boy is playing with a dog, like they’re both tired and cold and damp and thinking about going home. The boy is throwing a ball clumsily and running after it like someone told him he had to do it some more before he could go inside, and the dog is bored, sniffing at the bushes at the edge of the field, ignoring the ball and the boy. They both look lonely. I smudge them both into my drawing, using them to show the cold, the boy blowing on his hands, his shoulders squared against the damp, and the big white bulldog with one ear cocked toward the boy, sulking and muttering, I don’t see you, you’re not the boss of me.

“Bullet? Bullet! You bad dog!”

I was wrong about the dog belonging to the kid. The bulldog scrabbles stiff-legged toward a woman with a leash and whoofs up at her adoringly, and the two of them head away toward the baseball field. The boy looks after Bullet the dog, wishing for a dog so hard I can almost hear it, though the dog didn’t even pay much attention to him.

Then, looking for something else to do, he sees me and shambles across the field toward me, kicking his ball.

He’s older than I thought, a teenager maybe. As he comes closer I see his round face and thick eyelids. Mom used to work with Down syndrome kids. It makes my heart all pucker up, scared but happy, like he’s a message from Mom. I smile at him and he smiles back, friendly but timid, like people usually pay attention to him only to make fun.

He’s wearing the weirdest assortment of clothes, short wide pants and a thick jacket that looks made out of a blanket. No parka, no gloves. He doesn’t look cold, but I can almost hear Mom talking, like to one of her kids’ moms: Are you keeping him warm?

Maybe I can just remember her today without wanting to burst into tears or scream.

“I’m George,” he says.

“Hello, George. I’m Katie.”

“Hello!” he says, grinning. “Katie.” He looks at my sketchbook. “That’s me. George.” He hunkers down with his hands on his knees, looking at himself. He’s nearsighted; he squints.

He has a nice face, kind of elflike: nice and a little unreal.

“Do you live around here, George?”

“Yes, I do!” George is an exclamation-point kind of kid.

“Do you like dogs?”

“Dogs don’t play with me,” George says. “Do you like drawing?”

“I do. I like it a lot. Can I draw you some more?”

He smiles all over at the thought of pleasing me, which is so nice of him. George is a good person to be with today.

He sits at the other end of the bench with the trees behind him. I outline him quickly, getting the proportions of his face right, then start on contour. The sun comes out through a hole in the cloud, turning the pines dark green and making blocky shadows. George is hard to draw; as the branches move and the light shifts, his face changes the way people’s do in firelight or dreams, older and younger. The clouds trail like fingers across the sun, the light flickers; and behind George, as if there is someplace the strangeness of the light has to come from, instead of the nice quiet block of dark trees I want for contrast, my pencil began to draw a house.

A house in flames, all on fire, every window shrieking and fire-spiky and ghosting smoke and the roof sagging and beginning to fall.

Stop it! I jam the pencil into the notebook rings and look at the picture that should be for Mom, but now it’s about death. On the paper George is a few years older. And he looks so scared. His face is toward me but already he is turning, twisting away, looking back toward the house. He is going to go back inside the house. He doesn’t want to, but he’s going to. And he is going to die.

I look up from the paper and see George posing for me, oblivious, and behind him I see the house.

It’s right where I’ve drawn it, half-hidden in the trees. I didn’t see it before. Now it’s there. It has tall brick chimneys and pointed roofs that look like pine trees. Maybe it was beautiful once. But it feels as haunted and scary as one of my hallucinations. The windows gape and sag like dead mouths. Loose half bricks and broken roof slates litter the grass around it, as if it is throwing bits of itself away.

Part of the roof is just gone; through burned timbers I can see the sky.

But it hasn’t burned all the way. Not the way it did in my picture.

Not yet.

“That’s my house,” says George, coming up behind me.

Oh, shit. “You live there?” Of course he does. With his clumsy clothes and his nearsighted eyes, my guy George is living in an abandoned house.

So? I practically hear Mom’s voice. What are you going to do about it?

Today I should listen and do something.

“George, do you live by yourself? Who lives there with you?”

“I live with my grandfather. George Perkins is my name. I live at Mr. Perkins’s house on Jamaica Pond.”

Mr. Perkins’s house. Some old homeless guy. I am practically channeling Mom. Do you have electricity, George? Do you have a toilet? Do you have a bed? Does your grandfather smoke in bed?

Because, George, I know how you’re going to die, living in a place like that. I just drew it. You’re going to get out of that house when it burns, but you’re going back in.

“Is your grandfather—Mr. Perkins—is he old?”

George nods his head up and down, awed. “But Grandpapa will always take care of me.”

Yeah. Sure he will. Until the fire. Then you’ll go back in after him, and you’ll die.

“George, would you like to go for a walk with me?”

“Oh, yes!”

The police station is just a couple blocks away, and I bet somebody there would like to know all about Grandpa and George.

“But I must be home before dark.”

The shadows of the trees are stretching way onto the baseball field, but I can tell George he’ll be back before dark and I won’t actually be lying. He’ll be back. In a police car.

“No problem, George. Let me get my bike.”

I do the mother hen thing, shooing George back across the field, and grub in my pocket for my bike key and kneel down to unlock my bike. George rocks back and forth by the bench, looking at my bike as if he’s never seen one before.

And then, then, I get it.

You would think I would have got it right away, being me.

I never draw things that are going to happen to people.

I only draw deaths that have already happened.

Way late, with the lock in my hand, reaching to pick up my sketchbook from the ground, I see George’s feet. I see George’s buttoned leather boots, and all around George’s feet nothing but dead winter grass in the sun—

“George, you don’t have a shadow.”

“Oh,” George says. “I forgot.” And around his feet, like a stain, a shadow begins to spread, and spread, shapeless at first, and then it takes the outline of the shadows on the field.

My dead boy George, the newest of my hallucinations, stands in the middle of the field, in flickering light, with the shape of a giant tree shadowing all the ground around him, and spreading, and spreading. I stand up and back away. George calls out to me and holds out his hands, and I scream and I run and I leave him there.



LAW


YOU DON’T LIKE MY FATHER and he probably doesn’t like you. If you’re a Republican, Southerner, banker, corporation lawyer, white person from old money, my dad wants your dollars. Dad is Mr. Big-Time Reparations. America was built on the black man’s labor, says Dad, and we are owed.

He’s an argumentative sort of man. He has words with his colleagues, other historians, his editors, his agent, his publishers, his publicist, and the people who interview him on TV. “My ancient African soul is grieving for my brothers,” he says from out of the middle of his Brooks Brothers suit.

“Your father is a man of principle,” says Mamma. “With all that that implies. Charlie is as stubborn as a mule, Law. Someday you’ll be glad to have that streak in you.”

His particular principle, right now, is I have to win the Walker Prize.

The Walker Prize for Rhetoric. It’s about finding the next Martin, I guess, the next Barack. The next Voice of Our People. African-American high school students from all around Boston write speeches, and the finalists deliver them at the African Meeting House or Tremont Temple. Old ladies wear their church hats and their best white teeth. Preachers come all the way from Chicago. Deval Patrick, the first African-American governor of Massachusetts, gives out the prizes. Dad’s usually one of the judges. But this year, when he was asked, Dad said, “I’ll excuse myself, since I hope my son will be competing. You do intend to compete, Lawrence?”

Mumble mumble, I say. By the way, Dad, my name’s not Lawrence.

“It would be a great thing,” Dad goes right on, “if a Walker were to win the Walker Prize. Heh, heh.” Heh heh heh. Yes, Massa.

Malcolm could talk about reparations. “The only reason that the present generation of white Americans are in a position of economic strength is because their fathers worked our fathers for over four hundred years with no pay. Your father isn’t here to pay. My father isn’t here to collect. But I’m here to collect and you’re here to pay.” Even in this Age of Obama, people still talk about whether and what America owes us. Militant brothers and sisters put up websites and petitions: They want their forty acres and a mule, plus interest. Project 21, the black conservatives, go all contrary and Booker T.: No, suh, no way, they don’t want no payment for being black, suh, they just want to join the Somerset Club. And they all cite Charles Randall Walker. The leading scholar of reparations.

My dad.

Dad has collected reparations all his life: guilt scholarship to Phillips Andover, full-boat to Harvard, Junior Fellow, and so on and so on, books and TV and NPR, he might be chairman of the department at Harvard someday. Reparations worked for him and he thinks they ought to work for me. Why shouldn’t Charlie Walker’s boy get some?

Except that Charles Randall Walker, Mr. Reparations, My Ancient African Soul, married Mamma.

Who is white.

I’m light enough to freckle. Can’t dance, can’t sing, can’t play basketball, don’t wear an earring or bling or a hoodie, as if Dad or Mamma would let me. Of course, nobody’s in any danger of thinking I’m white. I’ve been stopped, I’ve been looked at. But am I black enough, do I have the race-man balls, to stand up there on the stage at Tremont Temple and talk about what white America owes me?

I feel less black than Eminem.

None of this gets me out of having to compete.

It’s like the Walker Prize is what I owe my dad.

And two of my best friends are competing against me.

Mamma kicks off her shoes by the front door, shakes rain out of her hair, throws her jacket over the banister, tilts her portfolio against the wall. She’s practically crying. She’s been at another Landmarks Commission meeting. “How can they?” she shouts up the stairs. “Haven’t they the slightest sense of history? Charlie, how can you agree with them?”

“Perkins was a Triangle trader, Susan.” Dad stands halfway down the stairs, a big man even in his stocking feet. “That is the history you want to preserve. I would not give a cent for that building.”

“Charlie, you know that’s not the point.”

“That is always the point, Susan,” he says in the Voice. “You will not want Pinebank preserved when you read my next book.”

“I don’t care about your book, Charlie.” This is heresy in our house. Mamma kneels down by the portfolio, unzips it, takes out a rolled-up cardboard poster, flourishes it like a sword, turns and marches into her office, and Dad and I hear pieces of masking tape being torn off a roll. The front window darkens.

What Mamma wants to preserve is a house called Pinebank, because Frederick Law Olmsted wanted it preserved. Mamma says “Olmsted, the greatest landscape architect in America” the way Muslims say “Muhammad, peace be unto him.” Mamma has a signed picture of Olmsted in her office, and a bronze bust, and a drawing.

“And do you know what that hypocritical potato-mouthed Menino is doing?” she yells back at us. “He wants to hold the demolition hearing for Pinebank during Christmas week, when everyone is gone.”

“I’ll speak against keeping Pinebank, Susan,” Dad shouts.

“You can’t speak against Pinebank, Charlie. You cannot.” Mamma comes into the hall, takes her jacket off the banister, and goes upstairs, wiping her eyes, pointedly ignoring Dad.

Dad goes into the kitchen, ignoring her.

Houses and history are what my family fights about.

Or at least what we say we fight about.

I’m supposed to grow up to be a historian. Dad always thought his son would be like him, and I guess he thought Mamma would be too. When he married her, she was in history and lit at Harvard, only gardening for fun and only helping her friends with their houses because she had an eye for restoration. Dad has a picture of her in his office, a graduate student sitting in the library reading. But she would spend her Saturdays tearing out walls and repairing horsehair plaster and doing plantings.

“Susan, what is this interest in manual labor?” he used to ask her.

I remember the exact moment when I started to disappoint Dad too. I was nine years old. It was summer, and Mamma had taken me to some friend’s place in Nahant, an eighteenth-century house; Mamma was telling the friend how to restore the garden. The two of them were outside, talking, and I was in what had been the old kitchen. Big fireplace with a bread oven and a door to the right of the fireplace. I opened that door. And it wasn’t a closet at all. On one side it was shelves, but on the other it was the chimney.

I could see the whole chimney, like a huge brick beehive. Beyond it I could see another wall, to another room, with the laths and joists all showing, and the bottom of the staircase going up to the second floor like a staircase turned inside out.

It was like I’d opened the door to the inside of the house.

I ran out past the stairs to make sure. That other wall was the Metcalfs’ living room, it had to be. The brick fireplace in their living room belonged to the chimney. The ordinary wallpapered wall behind their TV was the same wall that I could see the secret rough inside of. I wanted to knock on the wall and run round fast enough to hear myself knocking. Everything was different, everything made sense, and this place I was standing in was the center of the puzzle where the pieces all interlocked. I ran back and forth and I stood in the door to the inside of the house.

And while I was standing in the kitchen, outside I could hear Mamma and her friend talking about a kitchen garden. And I realized: The house was in its garden and the garden was in the world and it was all the same puzzle. It all connected. I was standing in history.

I knew I was never going to be bored again.

My great spiritual vision, man. Did I tell you I was nine years old?

Did I tell you I’m a geek?

I would rather tell Dad I perform raunchy acts of sex with gerbils than tell him I want to spend my life being a historical architect.

Pinebank. I came across it when I was a kid, a couple of years after houses hit me over the head. Ever since, I go out there when I need to put my stuff in perspective. It started out a millionaire’s country place—the millionaire, America’s very first millionaire. Now it’s falling to pieces in the middle of a city park. Good place to feel sorry for yourself. We’re all going to die, the grass is going to cover us, all our troubles soon be over when we reach that Zion shore. Malcolm Forbes used to buy medals and prize cups out of pawnshops to remind himself that nothing lasts. Same principle.

Mamma wants Pinebank here because Olmsted wanted it saved for a restaurant in 1890, and you only have to stand near it to see why. The house rises at the end of a long winding path, on a promontory overlooking the lake. It has pointed roofs and it’s surrounded by enormous pointed-topped pine trees. Olmsted might have made the path, must have done some plantings, but if the place were a parking lot instead of a park you’d still have that little rise, the mass of the chimneys over the lake, the sense that this house belongs right here. It’s sweet as jazz, the way Pinebank sits on its land.

The Wednesday after Thanksgiving, I take my gang out to look at the place.

Brookline High runs on cliques. The kids who smoke by the bike racks, the kids whose parents will kill them if they don’t get into Harvard, the newspaper wonks, the football jocks, the math nerds and dealers in mock oregano and people who know every line of Battlestar Galactica. Shar and Darryl and Bobby Lee and I are the Gang of People There’s Only One Of. Shar and Darryl and Bobby Lee are stars. I’m just me. Son of a star.

“You should write your Walker essay about landscape,” Shar says. “Landscape. Houses. What you like.”

“Sure,” I say, “talk about houses and history for the Walker Prize. That’ll work.”

“Ready-made audience, man,” Bobby Lee says.

“For historical architecture? For the Walker Prize? In front of my dad?”

“So you will talk about reparations?” says Shar.

“I will not.”

“Oh, sure you will not.”

Shar da Cunha. Brazilian diplomat father, American mother who’s a singer from Detroit. Perfect bronze skin, perfect African features, Shar would be in the Truly Stunning Black Girl Achievers clique, except that her blackness quotient is absolute zero. Girlfriend, haven’t you ever been given the Look? Haven’t you ever been discriminated against? Shar just laughs. In Brazil her mother’s a samba heroine. Shar thinks reparations are funny.

“I will write about being African Brazilian but everyone thinks I’m African American,” Shar says. “And Darryl will write too, yes, my hero?”

“Yeah,” Darryl says, looking uneasy for a moment. “I’m writing about learning to read,” and stops us all.

Darryl Muhammad Johnson. I’ve known the dude since we were both in third-grade Sunday school, and I swear he was six feet tall then. The man eats alligators for breakfast and can run like a bat out of Scripture. The Brookline football coach grabbed him off the METCO bus and had his future planned from now until his Super Bowl ring. Nobody cared that Darryl couldn’t tell the difference between B and D.

Except Darryl. And Shar. And then Bobby Lee and me, once Shar shamed us into it.

Last summer, when he realized how much of a problem dyslexia was for him, Darryl went to see his coach and told him he couldn’t play football until he learned to read. The coach personally got him a private tutor, but Darryl stuck up for himself and didn’t play football this year. The dude loves football, and he’s going to be really good, and he didn’t play.

Darryl is my personal hero, for sheer spit persistence. I love that man.

And I’m going to compete against him.

“You’re going to win,” I tell Darryl.

“Your dad is the famous historian at Harvard,” Shar says. “You talk about reparations. They give the prize to you. It’s how things work. Darryl and I will get honorable mention.”

“That’s not true.” I’m afraid it is. “I’m not going to talk about reparations. I’m not winning on Dad’s back.”

“Then you write about what you care about,” Shar says.

Shar’s mom is an entertainer. My dad is the Voice of His People. I slump at the back of the room in every class, drawing house plans and landscape plots. When I get called on I go uh, uh, uh. I am a nerd at something no one else cares about, and it’s all I care about. My dad is a professor at Harvard, and I get Bs.

“I’m going to talk about killing whiteys,” Bobby Lee says smugly. “They’re giving the prize to me.” Bobby Lee’s our nod to multiculturalism; he’s so white he fluoresces.

“No, man,” Darryl says kindly, “you got to be a star, like a football star, or Mr. Reparations Junior here, or at least pretty. You just some no-ass cracker.”

I clear my throat. “Hey, guys? You need to spend all afternoon circle-dissing? I want to put up a website, do something for Pinebank. I need your ideas. I need your help.”

I’m no good at speaking. I’m good at websites, which are pretty much like house plans. Different pages, different rooms, different functions. Find a theme, link the parts, tie it together, a nice clean puzzle.

With a speech, you have to stand up for yourself. You have to know who you are.

I send my gang up the path ahead of me, watching how they see it, Shar in her pink coat and leather high-heeled boots, Bobby Lee the White Dwarf pointing his perpetual video camera, and Darryl, shaved head and gold earring, loping on ahead of them.

They aren’t getting how good Pinebank is. All they’re seeing is the graffiti and the fallen bricks.

“My neighborhood,” Darryl says, “they tear down stuff like that and folks have a party.”

“I could take some footage of Shar being eye candy in front of it,” Bobby Lee says. “I get the angle right and nobody sees the house.”

Shar poses, model-style, throwing out her arms.

“Yeah, but don’t you see how the house is the right thing here and the landscape fits around it?” I ask them. “You have to see it. It’s poetry.”

“Poetry has a roof,” Bobby Lee says behind his viewfinder.

“Maybe it’s historical,” Shar says, “but it is ugly, ugly, ugly.”

Bobby Lee puts away his camcorder, pulls out his digital camera, walks back and forth looking into the screen, but not photographing.

“Look,” I say. “It’s one of the most historic places in Boston. Look at that white trim. First use of terra-cotta brick in the United States. Look at how it pins this whole part of the landscape. Frederick Law Olmsted said it was the best-situated house in America.”

“Terra-cotta brick.” Darryl snorts. “Man, you are weird.”

“Guys, be serious. Please? What do I do to persuade Tom Menino to spend a couple of million dollars to restore it?”

“In this economy?” Shar shakes her head. Darryl and Bobby Lee nod, agreeing with her. Shar wraps her pink coat around herself.

“At least think about it, guys?”

“At Starbucks,” Shar says.

We head back down the path toward the cars.

“You could blog,” Shar says. That’s how she’s teaching Darryl to read and write; they do a blog together.

“Yeah, write about it,” Darryl says. “Tell ’em terra-cotta brick.” He chuckles like it’s the funniest thing he’s heard in his life.

“Tell a story,” Bobby Lee says. “Make a movie.”

“Show it how it used to be,” Shar says. “Show it pretty.”

“There’s a story about the place,” I say. “A mystery, about some lost money. I could use that, I guess.” Money would be good. Pinebank is going to cost millions to restore. “But my dad is set on having the house torn down. I can’t do a blog and have him comment all over me.”

“You need to kick your dad in the round ones, man. He is looming over you.”

“What’s your dad got against Pinebank?” Bobby Lee asks.

“I don’t know. It’s in his new book and he doesn’t talk about his books while he’s doing the first draft. The man who owned Pinebank was in the Triangle Trade, but if Dad was so worried about that, he’d tear down half of Boston.”

“Your dad would do that,” Shar agrees.

“What’s that girl doing?” says Darryl.

There’s a girl standing close by the house in the shadows under the trees. While we watch, she turns and begins to walk back down the path and then away from us, toward the baseball field, toward a bike chained to one of the park benches. She’s making little shooing motions with one arm as if she’s brushing away flies, and she’s talking.

“Crazy Katie Mullens,” Bobby Lee says.

“She is the one who—?” Shar says.

“Yeah,” says Bobby Lee.

Katie Mullens. I had a big fantasy crush on her in seventh grade. She was a cute, curly-haired girl with a snub nose and lips almost wide enough to be righteous, and she was funny. We weren’t in the same class, but one afternoon both our classes had gone up to the high school for something. Katie and I ended up in the atrium, and I talked her ear off about how they’d taken the old entrance to the building and built the new entrance around it, just like in this basilica I’d seen in Spain. She didn’t laugh at me, unlike my friends, so I announced to Mamma I was going to take Katie Mullens to some seventh-grade dance—I don’t think I’d mentioned it to Katie at the time. Mamma did a little checking and explained to me that Katie’s mother was divorced and they lived in Whiskey Point, and didn’t I want to take some other nice girl?

Whenever I talked to Katie afterward I felt stupid and powerless and as if I’d betrayed her. Robbed her of my wonderful dancing, I guess, and of knowing my amazing family. And having her ear talked off about houses. My first lost love: all in my head. Like so many others.

Then her mom died.

“Look at those legs,” Bobby Lee says. “Shame she’s nuts.”

“Lay off, Bobby Lee.”

Katie is talking to herself. She kneels down to unlock her bike. She’s holding a sketchbook and she tries to keep hold of it, doing things awkwardly, as if she’s in another universe and isn’t paying attention to this one. She puts down the sketchbook—

And then she screams.

She screams, she yells out something, she jerks up and backs away from the bike and shouts something, and then she turns and runs back toward the path, away from Pinebank, toward us.

There’s no way we’re going to avoid meeting each other; we’re standing right where the path goes down toward the pond. She sees us and stops in the middle of the path, facing away from her bike, panting. Terrified.

And embarrassed. That makes at least her and me.

“Oh, shit,” she says.

“Are you all right?” I manage.

She opens her mouth. She closes it again, hard, and rubs her hand against her cheek. She’s much thinner than she used to be, and pale in the cold. I want to take her to Starbucks and buy her cocoa and be braver than I was in seventh grade.

“I thought I saw something,” she says finally. “A mouse.”

“Oh.” What am I going to say?

“Never mind.” She turns and heads off down the path and the stairs toward the pond. I watch her. She stops at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for us to leave.

“She is so friendly,” Shar mutters.

“She left her bike,” Darryl says, “all unlocked like that.”

Next to her bike, left abandoned by the baseball field, the pages of her sketchbook are flipping over in a breeze and loose pages are beginning to blow away.

“I’ll pick those up for her. You guys go on, I’ll meet you at Starbucks.”

Shar gives me a look, but she and Darryl and Bobby Lee go off toward the parking lot, and I head across the field. I wedge the sketchbook under the bike and begin to pick up her drawings.

A boy in a field. She has the field by Jamaica Pond just right, the mist coming up from the water and the weird luminescence and the faded black of the trees. But she’s left out the baseball diamond and the walkway, everything modern. In the middle of the field a kid is standing by himself. Behind him, at the end of the road, in the trees, is a house, just the suggestion of a building.

Pinebank.

But not this Pinebank. For two hundred years Pinebank has stood on the shores of Jamaica Pond, always the original foundations in the same perfect space. But not always the same house. Over the years Pinebank has burned and fallen and grown up again from its own roots: country cottage to wooden mansion to brick.

The Pinebank she’s drawn is the wooden one, the one that burned in 1868.

Katie’s drawing my favorite house?

I turn, and she’s standing on the path, at the edge of the field, looking at me.

Most of the other loose pages have blown up against the fence by the baseball diamond. I gather them up and slide them back inside the cover of her sketchbook, all but the first, and wheel the bike back across the field toward her.

“You okay?” I say stupidly, and “Here’s your pictures. You’re drawing Pinebank?”

“I was just—drawing something. And then I saw . . .” Her voice trails off.

“A mouse?”

“Yeah,” she says.

Well, that was that conversation.

“You’re Lawrence Walker,” she says. “From school.”

Mamma and Dad flipped a coin for the right to choose my first name. Mamma won. (They couldn’t agree on a name? They never agree on anything.) Dad says it sounds ridiculous for anyone to be named Law. Like a TV hero, he says. Law West of the Pecos. “Law Walker,” I say. “Just Law. Is my name.”

“I’m Katie Mullens,” she says, as if I wouldn’t know.

I know.

“You were drawing Pinebank?” I ask again.

“I was drawing the wind,” she says, and suddenly she smiles and she’s Katie from seventh grade. “The wind, the chill, it was all in the light. . . .” Her smile gets tired suddenly, as if she’s remembering whatever happened.

“I like this.” I show her the drawing of Pinebank. “I like it a lot.”

“Oh,” she says. “Yeah. That’s nothing.”

What am I going to do to keep this moment going? “Have you got any more like it? Of Pinebank?”

She considers, opens her sketchbook, folds it back and hands it to me. She looks at me defensively.

Katie must have read Seaburg’s biography of Perkins. She’s drawn the night the second Pinebank burned. It’s in flames, five minutes from collapsing, and the boy’s in front of it, the boy from the other drawing. He’s almost leaning toward me out of the paper, I can hear him panting, and fire is flickering in his eyes, and he is terrified.

I know him.

It’s the boy in the Seaburg biography. The boy who died when the second Pinebank burned.

What sort of person draws the past like that? Like it’s alive and pains her?

I look up at her, Katie Mullens, who’s crazy, but crazy in an absolutely unique and interesting way, and she’s looking at me like she knows I’m going to call her a freak and that’s everything she needs to know about herself. Don’t say a word about what I do. Crazy Katie Mullens, who’s got so thin and pale, with her long lovely legs and her green eyes.

Who can draw like Robert Johnson could play the guitar, by standing at the crossroads at midnight and giving her soul to the devil.

You think you’re a freak, Katie? You’re different, and I know different. I’m a nerd who can’t talk about anything but terra-cotta, and not even my friends understand. I don’t know what you’re drawing when you’re drawing Pinebank, but you’re drawing houses.

I should have taken you to the dance in seventh grade. We could have been talking all this time.

Maybe, I think, maybe when all that happened to you, last year, maybe I could have been there.

“You want to get together after school tomorrow?” I ask. “Go get coffee in Brookline Village, something like that? Show me more of your pictures?”

She looks half-shocked. “Why?”

I’m way-the-shit too light: light enough to blush. “Hey.”

She stares at me. For pity, her expression says, or to laugh at her?

Because I want to talk to you. “For coffee,” I say. “If you want to, if you’d—I mean, you can draw. And I need someone to draw Pinebank, for a website I’m doing? Could I just talk to you about it?”

I feel like I’m asking her out. Or confessing. Or something.

She shakes her head, but “Sure,” she says finally. “Okay. Sure. Why not. You can look at my pictures.”

I get her cell number and give her mine, and walk her down the path toward Perkins Street.



KATIE


SOMETIMES PEOPLE WANT TO TALK WITH ME, you know? Boy, that was really awful your mom dying like that, what’s it LIKE? What they really want to know is it’ll never happen to them.

Guess what.

So why do I even bother talking with Law Walker?

Because he asked me. I’m pathetic.

Because he’s good-looking and smart. I like his button-down shirts and his Buddy Holly glasses; he dresses so conservative and retro, he looks like Clark Kent. He has handsome hands. Because I’d like to be the sort of girl who goes out for coffee with a guy like him, even if I’m not. Because I’d like to be the sort of girl who’s not crazy.

Because, even when I was standing there all shaking and stinky sweaty and realizing that I’d been hallucinating in front of him, I never, never once thought he was going to laugh.

Law must be crazy not to laugh at me.

“You want to get some ice cream?” Phil asks, breaking into my dreams of having a real boy ask me out.

After my shrink appointments, Phil always wants to take me out for ice cream or a pizza or something, like I’ve had an owie or a splinter in my finger and went to the doctor to take it out and was a brave girl. Phil doesn’t know what to do to make things better, and it’s sort of pathetic. Still, he’s trying. Like Dad says, I should give him something to work with.

“Can we get sundaes?” I ask Phil, because I might as well let him feel he’s doing something useful. Mrs. Morris, my shrink, tries to get me to talk about how I feel about Mom. She has plenty of theories about how I should feel, and how I should try to remember Mom, and I sit there while she talks and glare at her fat ankles and say nada for a whole hour.

Phil and I go out for ice cream first and have leftovers later for dinner (our cooking should be reported to the American Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Stomachs), and then I sit at the kitchen table and do homework while Phil grades papers. I should introduce Phil: Phil Stephens, high school English teacher. My stepdad, I guess. He looks like a pole with glasses and ears. He likes madras plaid, Mister Rogers sweaters, and sneakers. He’s writing a book on Wordsworth. He’s been writing it forever. He only talks to other teachers and only reads books that are out of print. Everyone at school used to think he was gay, or clueless, and he is clueless, but three years ago he saw Mom at PTO and though he’d known her for years as a friend, that night he sort of duh’ed and blinked once and asked her out, and that was it. They got married practically as soon as Mom checked with me.

Kind of sweet. Jimmy Stewart should have played Phil; he meant us to be a family from the beginning. It would have been nice. He can actually throw a mean curveball—he tried to teach me once—and I can see him with a boy of his own.

What he got was me.

What I think he’s going to get, sometime, is Ms. Rosen, the art teacher. Ms. Understanding. They eat lunch together a lot, him in his flannel shirts and her with her gray hair and fluttery skirts and Birkenstocks and her endless doggy-eyed sympathy. Poor Phil. Poor Katie. If he starts dating her I will drive a fork into my brain.

“I need to do homework on my computer,” I tell Phil, and go to my room.

Phil lets me surf the Internet without checking if I’m looking up suicide sites or being verbally molested by forty-year-old guys in chat rooms. Phil makes a big thing out of trusting me. Like I said, he’s clueless. I should feel guilty, because I’m doing something in my room he wouldn’t approve of.

I don’t even need the Internet.
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