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JANUARY


ONE

NIGHT OF THE WOLF

1

“Look,” I said, “I’m going with you.”

Snow was falling and the moon was howling light onto the Avenue. It was a night for skidding tires and Orphans on the street. I waited for his answer.

“Get lost,” said Danny the Sweet.

“Danny,” I said, “what kind of an answer is that? That’s an answer I won’t accept.”

“Eh,” said Danny, “you got no choice but to accept it.”

I considered words of persuasion. “Hey,” I said, as we stood in the doorway of Monty’s candy store with the darkness of a January night surrounding us. “I can take care of myself.”

“What do you know?” said Danny the Sweet. “Girl, you know from nothing.”

But did I care? This was no time for loose talk from this eater of Milky Ways, from this driver of a fifty-seven Pontiac. No.

“I know enough.” I smiled.

The Sweet leaned against the stone of Monty’s doorway and sipped ginger ale. Inside Monty was closing up for the night, chasing away the neighborhood corner kids, muttering over a gin and tonic, and wiping the linoleum counter clean with an ancient dishcloth.

“That sounds like a threat,” said Danny the Sweet.

I was silent, and I smiled at my old friend the Sweet.

“If you are threatening me, I got only this to say,” said the Sweet, “don’t try it.”

But I knew Danny the Sweet, and I had no fear. I lit a cigarette and exhaled the smoke into the winter air.

“Girl, what you think you got on me?” Danny gulped ginger ale. “You can’t prove nothing.”

“What I got on you,” I said, “would make your mama cry.” I exhaled slowly.

“You talk too much for me to take you anywhere,” said Danny.

A weak argument. Hadn’t I watched him change the oil of his Pontiac enough times? Hadn’t I coughed my way through drugstores, hacking madly and buying up shelves of Romilar and dozens of candy bars for the Sweet?

I was silent.

“You know you do,” said the Sweet.

“Hey, I’m no fool,” I told him.

Danny the Sweet turned his back on me. “You see this?” he said. I could see clearly in the reflection of neon the words written in red and gold on the back of his jacket.

THE ORPHANS

Danny turned around to face me once more. “They don’t take no trash,” he confided.

“I’ll behave.” I smiled; any lie to meet the Orphans.

“Especially not tonight,” continued Danny.

Tonight was a night remembered in the doorways of candy stores all along the Avenue. The Night of the Wolf. The hour when the Orphans went hunting their enemy from the south end of the Avenue—the Pack; a night to celebrate when the snow is covering alleyways and the moon shines white.

“I swear it, Danny,” I said. “I won’t cause trouble for you.”

“Maybe if you showed some respect for me,” said Danny the Sweet.

Ah, he wanted me to pay for an introduction to the Orphans. What the hell, I’d fake it.

“I respect you,” I said.

“Eh, you never have.” Danny unwrapped an Almond Joy. “Since we were kids, you never have.”

Well, that was true. But I liked him anyway; even if the mixture of codeine and chocolate had rotted his brain.

“You all think you’re smarter than me,” said Danny.

“Ah, Danny, I never said you weren’t smart. I never said I didn’t respect you.”

Ice was forming on my boot, Monty had already dimmed the neon of the store, and the Night of the Wolf would soon be over if Danny didn’t stop eating chocolate and feeling so stupid and sad. What more could I say? I wanted this Night of the Wolf, not any other—this night, when I was seventeen and the air rose like smoke from the gutter and the ice shone like glass upon the street.

“Hell, you’re one of the Orphans, aren’t you? You think they would have you if you were dumb?”

They would indeed; Danny was always good for a ride or an alibi, I knew that. But Danny the Sweet didn’t have to know. What the hell.

“Yeah.” Danny nodded. “Yeah.” He smiled.

Good. I had talked him into temporary smartness.

“Let me go with you,” I said.

“This one time,” warned Danny the Sweet. “O.K. But only this one night.”

That was all I needed; for I knew that this was my night; full of smoke and winter and wolves. This was my night.

“Anything you say, Danny,” I told him.

The hour was growing late; and Monty sat somewhere in the darkness of the candy store, drinking one gin after the other, and the corner kids stood at a safe distance from us, warily reading the emblem upon Danny’s back. “Anything you say,” I repeated.

Danny nodded and began to walk down the Avenue; I followed. “You’re not taking your car, Sweet?” I asked.

“Are you crazy?” he said. “Are you crazy? This is a secret meeting of the Orphans. The Pack could easily follow my car, see? We walk.”

I followed him through the mazes of alleyways that led to wherever the Orphans were.

“Remember not to look at anyone,” said Danny. “And whatever happens, don’t say a word to the Dolphin.”

So the Dolphin would be there tonight. I hadn’t thought of that. How could this idiot Danny the Sweet take me where the Dolphin would be?

“What if the Dolphin talks to me?” I asked.

Danny the Sweet stopped in his tracks. Snow fell, and as Danny fumbled for a cigarette, our boots were covered in white. We stood now somewhere close to the City Line, in the territory known as the Orphans’, north of an invisible line that stretched across the Avenue.

“Honey,” said Danny the Sweet, “don’t worry about that. The Dolphin ain’t going to talk to you, see? No one’s going to talk to you. If you and me both is lucky, no one will even notice your presence. The Orphans is particular about who they address themselves to. So just shut up.”

“Drop dead,” I said to the Sweet.

“Now, now,” said Danny. “You are just a girl, and not even the Property of the Orphans gets to speak at meetings, see?”

“Hah,” I said. What had the Property to do with me? Those girls in mascara and leather and silence who belonged to the Orphans.

“Look,” said Danny. “After McKay, the Dolphin is the main man. And the Dolphin talks to few.”

O.K., I thought. Why should I be offended by the words of the Sweet? It was not everyone who got to sit in the same room as McKay and the Dolphin on the Night of the Wolf. Especially McKay. Why should I lie? This was the night I had waited for; to finally meet McKay. What did I care about the Pack? What did I know of revenge or of blood on the streets? It was McKay, President of the Orphans since the death of Alf Cantinni four years before, whom I cared about. So I said to Danny as we walked in the snow, “You tight with McKay?”

“Sure,” said Danny. “Doesn’t he call me brother?”

“Doesn’t he call everyone that?” I asked.

“Hah,” said Danny the Sweet.

“How well do you know McKay? I mean, he really talks to you?” I said.

“Cease with the questions,” Danny said.

The Sweet didn’t have to respond to my questions; and he probably didn’t know any answers. I knew that secrets surrounded the Orphans. All that I knew of them I had heard from Danny, or from the liquor-coated stories Monty told each morning as we had coffee at the counter of his store and he repeated rumors that had blown in through his door off the wind of the Avenue.

Like the corner kids, I could only read the Orphans’ colors on the backs of their leather or denim jackets. Jackets I had seen loitering on the corners, loafing outside the Tin Angel Bar, hovering at the doorway of Monty’s.

McKay—I knew something of him. I had memorized the lettering on the back of his leather jacket.

PRESIDENT OF THE ORPHANS

I could conjure the name, the sound of his boot heels on cement; I could recite the number of the license plate of his ’59 Chevy in my sleep. McKay—President of the Orphans at seventeen, sworn into office on the night of Alf Cantinni’s death. An hour after Cantinni had totaled his Corvette, the Avenue knew that McKay was now President; for four years the Avenue had known the name of the leader of the Orphans.

First in line was now the Dolphin; and secrets surrounded him like ice-coated cement in the streets of January. About him, I’d rather not know. Some said, and perhaps it was Monty who began the story, that it was the Dolphin himself who had begun the Night of the Wolf some years ago. Some said that was how the paintings on his skin had begun. But some said a lot of things.

All I knew was filtered through Danny the Sweet and Monty; so I took it all through a haze of cough syrup and gin. I wanted to see for myself, now—enough of leaning over the Sweet’s aging Pontiac to catch the details of the Orphans’ activities while I was splattered with oil. Enough of deciphering the brogue and the lies of Monty’s stories as he mixed up milk shakes for the corner kids, and rumors for me. I wanted to find out for myself.

Now we reached the edge of City Line; the last border of the Orphans’ official territory. The Sweet hesitated. “From now on,” he said, “you blind.”

“Sure,” I said. But I was tracing road maps, alley maps, the drawings of frantic directions on the lining of my jacket pocket. “Sure,” I said.

We walked past St. Anne’s. Lights flashed colors and the sound of a Temptations record poured onto the street from the chapel.

“Knights of Columbus,” said the Sweet. “To keep us off the street on the Night of the Wolf.”

We were now conspirators, so Danny the Sweet winked at me. Groups loitered on the steps of the church; bottles of Thunderbird wine cloaked with brown paper bags were passed from one dancer to another. As Danny and I walked on, the crowd let us pass by with mumbled words about the Orphans and stares at the colors of Danny’s jacket. Danny the Sweet turned up his collar against the wind, and he winked at me once more.

Those dancers should have known what kind of Orphan was Danny the Sweet. Maybe that was why I felt no fear as we turned into an alleyway off the Avenue a block away from St. Anne’s. Did I imagine that the Orphans were all like Danny? Smarter, maybe, but with kind, chocolate-covered hearts.

Danny stopped.

“The clubhouse?” I whispered.

He nodded. “Forget you ever saw it,” he said.

It was the basement of Munda’s City Line Liquor Store. The home of the Orphans. But as Danny climbed down the cement steps to the basement landing I lingered behind.

“Hey, hey,” whispered Danny the Sweet.

I followed; and then I rested my hand on the cold metal of the banister and hesitated.

“Hey.” The Sweet’s voice rasped.

So I followed. What could I do? Sometimes it’s too late; sometimes you walk down the steps, frozen with ice, your hand resting upon the metal banister. You walk into darkness where no neon reaches. “Danny?” I whispered.

“O.K., O.K.,” answered the Sweet.

I found Danny’s arm and held on to him, and we waited outside the door of the Orphans’ clubhouse, both of us knowing that the door would open without us knocking our fists upon it. Sometimes you know when doors will open; you have only to walk up to them and wait.

The light spilled out onto the cement where we stood. I was holding tightly on to the arm of the Sweet, who was sipping ginger ale and blinking his eyes.

“What are you, Sweet, waiting for July?” someone said.

Danny the Sweet giggled. Always an inappropriate response, a giggle, when caught in an act of fear. Even I knew that much.

“Admiring the ambiance of your surroundings,” I said. What the hell, as Monty often said, a word was often the best defense.

“Oh, yeah?” The voice at the door sounded nasty.

“Who is that?” I whispered to Danny the Sweet. “Only Tosh,” whispered Danny, and I could see now the shaven head of one of McKay’s most feared soldiers. “He’s not so tough.” The Sweet gulped more ginger ale.

“Evening, Sweet,” said a voice behind us on the stair.

Danny turned. I stared at the cement, as advised.

“Evening, McKay,” I heard the Sweet say.

So. McKay. I forgot cement, and Tosh at the doorway, and melted ice seeping into my boot. I forgot fear of alleys and the lyrics to all the songs I ever knew. And I remembered only how many girls in Brooklyn and Queens had carved McKay’s name into their thighs with slick razor blades. His name in hearts on subway trains and in toilets. President Of. McKay. I could not help but turn.

“Cold Night of the Wolf, brother,” McKay said to Danny the Sweet.

“Sure is,” mumbled the Sweet.

I forgot myself, forgot that I too stood in that cold stairwell with Danny and McKay. McKay—well, he didn’t look evil, but he sure looked bad. His long dark hair fell upon the collar of his leather jacket, his face, unlike so many of the Orphans’, was unscarred; I could now understand why so many legs had been marked with the initials of his name.

And then I remembered I was there in that alleyway, for McKay’s eye had seen me, and he nodded. I owed it to the Sweet to keep quiet, so I only nodded back. McKay walked past us in that beam of light which fell from the clubhouse door. The letters, red and gold, glowed on his back, the pink motorcycle goggles he wore gleamed electric. McKay opened the door of the clubhouse wider, greeted Tosh, and then, his back to us, the letters “President Of” spotlighted, McKay spoke.

“If you are hip to the ambiance,” he said—McKay actually formed those words in his throat, “wait till you see the decor.”

So McKay had heard me, had addressed himself to me. Perhaps I should have been surprised, but I was seventeen and the moon was circled with frost and I could not have imagined McKay not speaking to me. I could not have imagined the Night of the Wolf did not belong to me. Danny the Sweet, however, was taken aback; his jaw was slack and his eyes blinked.

“You are causing a draft,” said Tosh, who had come out onto the landing to grab the Sweet by the jacket collar and lead him into the basement. I followed—Tosh or the Sweet, who knows? One Orphan jacket looks like any other after you’ve seen “President Of.”

Sometimes you know whether or not it’s your night. Sometimes you don’t. I wasn’t sure. And as I stepped into the clubhouse that first time, I did take McKay’s advice. I checked out the decor, mainly because I didn’t want to look anyone in the eye. Orange crates and mattresses, wooden chairs and posters with ripped corners advertising car races and demolition derbies, some with McKay’s name in small print along with a description of his Chevy. Pillows and cushions and smoke. Your basic basement clubhouse, I assume.

Except for the fact that the basement was populated with Orphans and the Property of the Orphans. I had never seen them all together in one room. One small room with a ceiling of water pipes steaming, one room full of leather and dark eyes and smoke. And now, as I sat on a cushion near Danny the Sweet—I didn’t even want to look the Sweet in the eye—I thought of only one thing. Leaving.

And then McKay spoke. He sat on a crate near the cement wall, boots propped up on a footstool, his long hair constantly pushed back as he ran his hand along his forehead. He smiled into the darkness of the room, and I thought no more of leaving.

“Brothers,” he said. The noise in the basement began to subside; the air itself seemed to clear of smoke.

Around the room I could see the figures of the silent Orphans. Tosh, with his shaven head, just released from the Joint after eighteen months to five (the charge—arson; the target—his brother-in-law’s Mustang), lounged on the floor. Not far from Tosh was T.J., another of the Orphans’ soldiers. Small and pale with wispy blond hair, T.J. crouched upon a mattress. The rumor was that T.J. kept losing parts of himself. First a hand, as he leaped toward a freight train and an attempt to travel free to Elizabeth, New Jersey. And then some toes as a Harley, driven by one of the Pack, gave him a dancing lesson. And now I saw he wore a black patch over his left eye. With anyone else I would say the patch was for effect, but T.J.’s eyeball was probably rolling down some alleyway.

Most of the other Orphans—Jose, Little Doug, Menza, and the rest—I had seen racing their cars on the Avenue or loitering in one doorway or another. But now in the dark, in the cold, in the night, with the jackets of their colors, with their sunglasses, their cigarettes, and their closeness to me, I knew why their names were only whispered on the wind of the Avenue. And now they were the fifteen or so shadows that lined the walls of this one room, the room I was in. And then up against the farthest wall: the Property of the Orphans. They sat in a line, in high, black boots and darkness, all of them silent with their eyes on McKay. I had often seen the Property in Woolworth’s, where scarves flowed into their purses and eyeliner jumped from the counters into their jacket pockets. I had often seen them on one street corner or another, silently waiting for the Orphans, with the insignia upon their backs:

PROPERTY OF THE ORPHANS

The Sweet was right: the Orphans ignored me, but I could feel the eyes of the Property as they turned occasionally from McKay to steal a glance at me. All right, I was looking also. I recognized Starry. Her reputation as a loner, as a fighter, as the Number One Property, was known all along the Avenue. Tonight her pale hair was pushed away from her face and she wore no make-up. She looked no more than fourteen, though she was probably closer to twenty. The way she drank from a bottle of tequila, the way her pale eyes surveyed the room, made it obvious that she was no child.

Near Starry sat Irene La Hoy, who smoked a cigarette while she chewed gum, and who weighed at least twice as much as Starry. Irene also had a reputation on the Avenue, for more than her weight. She was known for her kindness to runaways, drifters, dogs, losers; she was known as a good cook and an easy lay. The rest of the Property were no more than shadows to me in the darkness of the room; six or seven of them sat behind Starry and Irene.

“Brothers,” McKay began once more. “Evening on this Night of the Wolf.” Murmured greetings echoed his words. “Tonight,” said McKay, “we take care of the Pack. Tonight the Pack sees the strength of our colors.”

Not bad, I thought.

“Tonight,” McKay said with a smile, “they can run, but they cannot hide.”

“That’s no lie,” agreed Tosh.

“Hear what I say,” McKay continued. “This night is owned by, belongs to, the Orphans, and the Orphans alone.”

General agreement was ensuing, and Danny the Sweet whispered, “Ain’t he something?”

And then, somewhere close by, glass broke on the street. McKay held up his arm to silence us. Could it be the Pack’s attack? I wasn’t unfaithful to McKay, but I could live without an introduction to the Pack, particularly in this, the territory of the Orphans.

The door opened and Martin (the Marine) Storm walked quickly into the clubhouse. He stood at attention and saluted McKay with a nod. “Sisters.” He then nodded to the Property.

“What’s cooking out there on the street?” T.J. asked, pulling on a jacket sleeve, at a hand that was not there.

“It’s Munda’s,” said Martin. “Some kids from over the church dance broke the windows.”

“No alarms?” asked McKay.

“None,” said Martin.

“The Man ain’t there?” asked Tosh.

McKay laughed. “What are we waiting for? We gotta protect our landlords.”

On that signal the Orphans flowed from the clubhouse and up the stairs.

“Stay here,” said Danny the Sweet as he followed them out.

“Hah,” I said. “Not a chance.”

“You heard me,” said the Sweet.

But Irene La Hoy was already grabbing my arm, and who could refuse the power of her grasp?

“Stick with the Property,” Irene said, and she winked.

Out on the street Josh, Jose, and some others had chased away the dancers who had broken into Munda’s. Now Orphans flew through plate glass, grabbing fifths and howling laughter in the dark of the liquor store. Irene La Hoy loosened her grasp on my arm, and she bolted her weight through the broken window.

Starry had walked up behind me. “Hope she don’t get stuck,” she said, laughing.

Starry and I followed the path of Irene and the sound of smashing bottles. The smell of alcohol was alive in the air and Starry and I watched Irene La Hoy charge the rack of potato chips. Grabbing bags of Wise and Cheetos, she tore one bag open with her teeth and began to munch wildly. And then Starry silently disappeared to fill her jacket pockets with tequila and Harveys Bristol Cream.

Irene’s mouth grew slack as she stood in the store surrounded by mad laughter and the noise of the Orphans tossing bottles onto the tile floor. Her head turned quickly and she knocked her fist on her skull. “What,” she cried out, “no dip?”

As Irene began to rummage through a freezer case in search of clam and onion, I felt lost, surrounded by howls, and completely alone. So I walked to the back of the store to search for cartons of cigarettes and to escape the noise of the Orphans.

“A drink?” I heard him say.

It was McKay, seated on the top of the farthest counter, watching the riot that surrounded us, and calmly sipping Dewar’s from a crystal wine glass. Leave it to McKay to find crystal in this mess of broken bottles and Orphans. He was something, all right.

“I don’t know,” I said. “There’s not even any dip in this place.”

McKay smiled as he poured some whiskey into another glass. He nodded, and yes he was something. So I smiled and accepted the drink.

“How come you’re here with the Sweet?” asked McKay. “The Sweet’s all right,” he continued, “just a matter of him having no brains.”

“So they say.” I sipped from the wine glass.

“You belong to him?” McKay said.

“I don’t belong to anyone,” I said. McKay smiled down at me. Amused? We’d see if McKay stayed amused. “I belong to myself,” I said. I belong to myself; not bad. Not bad at all.

“I see,” said McKay. He sipped and drummed a rhythm on the countertop with his palm. Under and above McKay’s eyes the color was rose.

“Tonight,” I said. “What happens tonight between the Orphans and the Pack?”

“That’s my business,” he said.

“I see,” I said.

This was getting nowhere.

“Why don’t you be here when I get back?” said McKay. He was staring ahead into the air, into the mass of rioting Orphans. I assumed he was addressing me.

“Did you say something?” I said.

“Be here,” said McKay.

I would have considered waiting for McKay if he were rowing a small boat to the Galápagos Islands had he merely coughed in my direction. I thought I might find something to fill a few hours while I waited for McKay to drive to the south end of the Avenue and back once more.

“I’ll consider it,” I said.

McKay smiled, but his smile disappeared when I said, “You sure you’re coming back? Kid Harris ain’t no child, I hear.”

Kid Harris was the President of the Pack, and a name not to be mentioned in McKay’s presence.

“I said I’m coming back,” McKay said quietly. “And I said be here. But you always got a choice.”

I needed no persuasion, but had I, his words would’ve been enough. McKay sipped his drink amid the rubble of Munda’s Liquor Store.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

“Think no more,” said McKay.

“I’m used to thinking,” I told McKay. He turned to stare at me. “But only occasionally,” I said.

“Have another drink,” said McKay.

I could see Danny the Sweet carrying family-size packages of M&M’s and searching the store frantically for me. I was wondering what to do with his worry when Danny’s eye found us.

“Don’t do that to me,” said the Sweet, nervously popping M&M’s.

“What?”

“Disappear like that. Jesus.”

“She can take care of herself,” said McKay.

Really? I winked at the Sweet, but he still looked worried.

“Relax,” McKay told him.

“I don’t know,” said Danny and he stared at us. “I just can’t decide between plain and peanut.”

“Decide later,” said McKay. “Because, brother, it is now time to get these here boys together. And you is the man for the job.”

Danny nodded wildly. “Sure,” he said. “Sure, McKay.”

I followed McKay from the store, tripping once or twice over trash, and bottles, and Orphans, as we walked out into the night air. It was still winter out there; and as we stood together in the alleyway, ice surrounded us and calls and cries were alive in the night.

Later I told Starry that I had not been afraid. That was, of course, a lie. Because on that night, in that alleyway, with McKay’s arms holding me, in the half-light of the liquor-store neon, I saw the Dolphin’s face for the first time.

“Evening, McKay.” The Dolphin’s voice was soft and I could not locate him at first.

And then I saw him before us as he stood against the stone of the alley wall, his eyes covered by black sunglasses, the leather of his jacket glowing in neon. Slowly he smoked a cigarette. I could see the famous tattoos upon the skin of his wrists and throat.

“Evening, Dolphin,” said McKay.

“I see the liquor’s free,” said the Dolphin, and McKay laughed. “But you might think that the time for games would be over. This is a serious night—if these boys can understand the word.”

The Dolphin came toward us and I moved closer to McKay. On the Avenue it was whispered that the Dolphin originated the Night of the Wolf on a January night when one of the Pack threw a vial of acid into his face. On a night of frost, and moon, and bitter cold, and the slick cement of the streets. And the story ends with the Pack boy never seeing another sunrise over the Avenue again. So they said. And over the counter of the candy store Monty had whispered that the blue butterfly which covers the scar that was the Dolphin’s cheek was born on that same night. That butterfly which glowed tonight like ice.

“You playing games, too, McKay?” the Dolphin said.

“There’s a time for that,” McKay answered.

“And there’s a time to get rid of her,” said the Dolphin. He hadn’t looked at me yet, and he didn’t when I spoke.

“That might be easier said than done,” I said, and I leaned close to McKay so that I could feel the outline of his hip against me.

Danny the Sweet would have cried at the words I spoke, would have vowed, once again, never to take me anywhere. McKay only smiled.

“I doubt that,” said the Dolphin, and he continued to stare at McKay. “I could get rid of that girl so fast no one would remember seeing her.” The Dolphin stroked his face. His lip curled and the blue butterfly seemed to flutter. Like moving ice.

I merely nodded at the Dolphin and placed my hand on

McKay’s shoulder. Enough of words—the Dolphin’s message to me was clear. Let mine be the same. I lit a cigarette and threw the match into the gutter. McKay took the cigarette from me and inhaled.

The Dolphin said to McKay, “Whenever you say it’s time, it’s time.”

“I say now,” said McKay.

McKay knew that the Sweet could never get the Orphans together after all that free liquor. Hell, Danny the Sweet couldn’t even get himself together. But when the Dolphin walked toward Munda’s, McKay and I both knew it would be minutes before each Orphan had climbed into a Chevy or a Ford; only minutes before keys would be turned, motors started, and the race down the Avenue begun.

“You know you don’t have to wait for me,” said McKay.

Why did he keep insisting I had a choice? How many hours of watching McKay from second-story windows, how many pages of dialogue planned, how many ways to scrawl his name had I known? There was no question of choice. There had been none when I stood with my hand on the banister of the clubhouse steps. There had been none from the first time I saw him.

“I want you to know that I don’t take any Property,” McKay said. He combed his hair. “I find it too constricting.”

“Really?” I said. “You gonna make me cry,” I told him.

“I will,” said McKay.

Did he think so? And I kissed him; for the first time I kissed him.

“Wait,” I said. “Wait, and then we’ll see who cries.”

“I’ll be back before morning,” said McKay; and already the Orphans had left Munda’s to start their engines. The search for the Pack on this Night of the Wolf had begun. The Dolphin was driving the black ’59 Chevy that McKay owned and raced. He skidded the car to a stop at the curb and the engine strained.

“McKay,” said the Dolphin.

The door of the Chevy sprang open and McKay slid into the back seat. He leaned deep into the custom-velvet upholstery and rested his head against it. It was difficult to know where the eyes of the Dolphin stared, but they must have focused on McKay’s image in the rearview mirror, for the minute McKay nodded his head slightly the Chevy took off, fast as light, down the Avenue. The other cars belonging to the Orphans followed in procession and the street ice flew through the night air like bullets. And I stood, and waited in the night.

Look, I was in love.

What more can I say? Oh, I was a fool. Is that it? If that’s what you want me to say I can’t say it. Listen. It wasn’t only McKay. It was all of them, each one. Even the Dolphin, in a way. From that night on I thought of nothing but the Orphans, nothing but McKay. That’s how love is, isn’t it? Song lyrics and printing the name hundreds of times on hundreds of pieces of paper.

Ah, I see. You can’t forget that all of the words are draped in black leather. Then don’t forget. If you want to know about dope, I’ll tell you about dope. You want words about sex, I can tell you those. Anything you want to know. I can spill my guts, I can tap-dance on signal. And I can lie, like I can dance. Words about orgies and betrayals and knife fights in the street. The location of the Avenue, the address of the clubhouse. If you want me to lie. Because the truth is McKay was in love with his vision of the Orphans, with his vision of himself. And I was in love with them both. That’s all.

I fell in love with them on that night, though I suppose I had been even before I knew any names. I could not help it, because the spell was cast, the mood was set, and with the wind of the Avenue moving around me and the ice shining like a mirror, there was no choice at all.

Do you see? Do you see McKay on that Night of the Wolf? Sitting in that Chevy, leaning against the maroon upholstery, smoking a cigarette, chasing his enemy through the darkness of the night? You see the scarred Dolphin driving the Chevy along the Avenue? His black-gloved hand upon the wheel? The Sweet, a codeine smile on his face. Possibly he sat in the front seat with the Dolphin that night. I don’t know. I didn’t see everything, I can’t tell you every detail; from where I stood I saw only the red glow of taillights moving down the Avenue.

From where I stood I could only hear sighs, words that were a story of love. Nothing more than that. And nothing less. And so I waited in the alleyway. I waited for some time, smoking a cigarette, watching for the morning, for McKay. But morning was still hours away, and I remembered that it was winter, and that I was cold. So I made my way back to the clubhouse, and for a second time opened the door.

Soft radio music played and the voices of the Property of the Orphans rose above the song lyrics. Starry stood in the middle of the room, her pale hair floating in a circle as she swung her head and drank from the bottle of tequila which was now almost empty. When I entered the room, when the cold air and the slamming of a door followed me and announced my presence, the Property of the Orphans became quiet. Starry gulped from the bottle until it was drained, then she turned and saw me. She smiled.

“Welcome, sister,” she said.

2

“We have a responsibility to the Orphans,” Starry said.

I nodded, lit a cigarette, and looked at the clock on the wall. They had surely reached the south end, the Pack’s side, of the Avenue by now.

“We got a reputation to uphold,” Starry continued.

“I know I do my best to keep my reputation,” said Irene La Hoy. There was laughter. We all got her double entendre, there was no need for Irene to poke me and giggle.

“It’s nothing personal,” said Starry. “If McKay wants to see you some, that’s not my business. But you talk trash about the Property and we’ll punch your heart out.”

Was that all? So this was Starry’s game—getting the new girl. I’d rather not play. I only wanted to wait for McKay and be left alone. So I smiled.

“Personally,” said Starry, “I like you.”

“Oh, yeah?” I said. Did she think her opinion meant something to me? “Why?”

“Why not?” Starry said. “I like you until you prove me wrong. I’ve made mistakes, but I trust my judgment.”

She was like they said, pretty tough for a girl only four feet eleven and ninety-something pounds and with strands of uncombed pale hair, and no particular Orphan to protect her. It was rumored that Starry didn’t need anyone to protect her; she defended herself.

“I won’t cause no trouble if you don’t cause me none,” I said.

“Don’t get so hostile,” Starry said. “Like I say, nothing personal, long as you know you’re nothing to the Property and that the minute McKay wants you gone, girl, you gone.”

“Fine with me, sister,” I said. The minute McKay wanted me gone I would permanently erase the basement and all its occupants from my memory forever.

Irene La Hoy was fixing salami on rye and whiskey sours from packaged mix—all taken from Munda’s. I accepted a drink and a sandwich. Irene smiled at me. Well, there was one on my side. Wait, did I have a side? What did I care? The Property was nothing to me, I was waiting for McKay.

Starry called an informal meeting of the Property to order. I could see what had made Starry the Number One Property—she belonged to no one but herself, with her first allegiance to the Orphans. Before the death of Alf Cantinni, the Number One Property was always the Property of the President. But McKay had changed all that; Cantinni was dead, his Property, Wanda, had run off to Florida with some college football hero, and McKay was not one to take Property. That left Starry. She was the toughest, the smallest, the smartest of the Property. I’d say the Orphans had gotten a fair deal. Particularly when comparing Starry with the rest of the Property. I looked around and could now give names to those who were only shadows before.

Leona I had seen wandering about on the Avenue; she was Tosh’s Property. Like Tosh, Leona had a special droopy-eyed look about her; on him the look was mean, but Leona just looked tired. Her long dark hair fell across her face, and she mechanically rubbed at her nose and then twitched the muscles of her cheek.

To Leona’s right was Gina, who worked behind the counter at Monty’s mixing egg creams and stealing from the cash register. Gina and I had a speaking acquaintance. Often I said to her, as she attempted a short-change, “You owe me a dime.”

Often she had said to me, “What you listen to Monty’s bullshit stories for, anyways?” Gina was the Property of T.J.; constantly wondering and worrying over which part T.J. would lose next had created the permanent affectation of batting eyelids.

“Hey, Gina,” I said—after all she had seen me at the counter of Monty’s often enough, so I thought I might attempt a conversation—“I don’t particularly want to be at a personal meeting of the Property. It ain’t got nothing to do with me.”

Gina gazed at me as though for the first time. “So, don’t listen,” she said. That I could have told myself.

Did I want to know the details of Irene’s abortion? Did I care about the Property of the Pack? The others, whose names I was learning—Black Susan, Marie, and Kind, the quietest of the Property who had a particular smile when she looked at McKay—did I want to overhear their personal conversations and give them just cause to later punch my heart out? So, I blocked it all out with pages and photographs from Rona Barrett’s Hollywood.

After some time, I noticed that only a few of the Property remained in the basement. Even Leona was now gone, and Starry, Gina, Irene, and I were quiet, and waiting. Starry sat down on a cushion and listened to me rustle the columns of gossip.

“I have to do that,” said Starry.

“Do what?” I asked. I wasn’t about to make anything that sounded like an apology easy for her.

“I’m really too short to be in charge of the Property,” Starry said. She opened a new bottle of tequila. “Hell, anyone in this room could take me, easy. So I put some meanness in my style. You understand, it’s nothing personal.”

“Sure,” I said.

“It all has to do with height.” She nodded.

What good would it do me not to understand Starry’s words? “Sure,” I said. “Nothing personal.”

“If you want to be with McKay, that’s cool with me. Even if you are a nobody.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Now, some will have you understand, seeing how I’m the Number One Property, that there’s something between McKay and me. Bullshit. It’s only that we’re both the best. When Cantinni was wasted, McKay was voted in. When Wanda split, I got voted in. Now, if you want to keep your eyes open,” Starry said, “you look out for Leona and Kind. They’re the bitches. And Kind’s got her eye on the Number One slot, no matter what she got to do to get it.”

Starry needn’t have wasted her campaign speech on me: I wasn’t about to become involved in the politics of the Property. I had noticed Kind’s green eyes on McKay, but she had been a shadow to me then, and as long as McKay didn’t look back, she would remain a shadow.

“Thanks for the advice.”

“It ain’t really advice,” Starry said. “It’s more like a warning. See, McKay is gonna make you cry. But since somebody will, it might as well be McKay. At least he looks good.” Starry winked.

“I’ll remember that,” I said. “And you remember that I’m not Leona, and I’m not Kind, and I’m not aiming to be the Number One Property. The truth is, I don’t give a shit about the Property.”

“You’re only interested in McKay.”

I believed I could see the beginnings of an understanding. “Only McKay,” I said, and Starry nodded.

So we waited in the clubhouse and the hour grew later. The moon was falling, and the Night of the Wolf was outside the door. We knew this and we pretended not to know. I turned page after page of the magazine, Irene and Gina traded jokes, and Starry sat with her knees drawn up tightly, sipping tequila and staring into the air. Gina and I waited for particular Orphans, Irene for any Orphan. But Starry should have been out there in the Avenue. I could see from the white of her clenched fist that she waited to hear details of a battle she should have been a part of. She would fight to stay Number One Property, but she would have fought still harder out there on the street where she belonged.

Outside we could hear the screeching of tires. Perhaps because of the whiskey I had drunk, perhaps because of the lateness of the hour, I had fallen into a restless sleep. I dreamed for a while, and somewhere in that dream I heard the door of the clubhouse open and clatter against the stone wall of the basement.

“Get the door!” Starry screamed. But it was too late, as it always is by the time a forgotten lock is remembered. I awoke to see the Pack walking down the stairs of the Orphans’ clubhouse. I awoke cursing that fool, Danny the Sweet, for having brought me into the Night of the Wolf.

“Get them out!” shouted Starry. But who was there to do that? Irene had sipped too many whiskey sours, eaten too many sandwiches to do anything but wail. Me? This was none of my business. Sure I was on the Orphans’ side, but I also had nothing against the Pack.

There were only five of them. Although I had never before seen him, I could tell Kid Harris was among them. I hadn’t expected this. I lit a cigarette—what else was there to do? Starry rushed the Pack and was thrown against the wall easily by one of Kid Harris’s gloved hands. I decided to smoke my Marlboro and wait and see what happened. There’s a time to make a move, and there’s a time not to. Starry stood against the wall, hand on her hip, and she too lit a cigarette.

One of the Pack shut the door of the clubhouse and we could hear the click as the lock was bolted.

“Howdy,” said Kid Harris. The enemy of the Orphans stood before us in black leather and boots with his red hair long on the shoulders of a pink shirt. I agreed with Starry’s sentiment as she spat on the floor of the basement, inches away from the Kid’s boot. His black-and-pink wardrobe, his use of the friendly Western vernacular, and the sneer on his face were all repulsive.

“Do that again and I’ll break your head,” Kid Harris told Starry. Now that I was completely awake, and as Starry sat down heavily on an orange crate, I could see blood on Kid Harris’s face and marks of battle on the others. Yes, surely the Pack and the Orphans had already met. The knife wound on Kid Harris’s face was fresh and he held a handkerchief to the gash. “See this?” he said to me.

“How can I help but see it?” I said.

Kid Harris raised his arm in the air. When he brought his hand down before my face, a knife had been clicked open.

“See this?” Kid Harris grinned.

I nodded.

“The Dolphin’s gone and cut one too many tonight,” he said.

I nodded. And I agreed.

“Someone’s gonna have to pay for this.” Kid Harris touched his face. “I won’t take the blame for the death of Cantinni that happened years ago. I won’t be the target of the Dolphin’s vendetta. Someone will pay.”

“Ah,” said Starry, “you was so pretty before, and now you is ruined.” She laughed loudly.

Irene and Gina looked with widening eyes at Starry as she continued to laugh at Kid Harris. The girl was tough, but why bother? There was no defense against the Pack, and anyway, Harris was after the Dolphin. No need to protect the Dolphin; that was how I saw it. But I knew Starry saw it differently. She had a responsibility to the Orphans.

“So that’s the way you want it,” Kid Harris said.

“Man, I wouldn’t want it any way, not from you,” said Starry.

Kid Harris walked to Starry, looked down at her, and hit her in the face with his fist. None of the Pack moved. I could hear something like a cry escape from Gina. Starry had known what would happen. She was ready, and had been quietly waiting for the force of Harris’s fist.

I was not. I began to think—if she lost any teeth, who would pay? The Dolphin? McKay? X rays would be expensive, caps even more so. Starry only looked up at Kid Harris, the blood trickling from her mouth. She didn’t move. Maybe she swayed just a little, but she held herself straight and stared into the face of Kid Harris.

I picked up the bottle of tequila and stood.

“Bastard!” I cried and smashed the bottle on the wood of a chair. I was beside myself now. Look, I had never before seen anyone hit a girl as small as Starry. “How many more scars can fit on your face?” I said. Where was I finding these words?

“None that you’ll put there.” Kid Harris had turned to face me, and he laughed.

“I’ll cut you,” I said as Kid Harris walked toward me.

“You won’t,” said Kid Harris.

Whether or not I would did not matter. I knew this when I looked down. The bottle was not the jagged and murderous weapon I had intended, for the glass had merely splintered, leaving me holding nothing but glass fragments and streaming blood on the palm of my hand.

Now I began to laugh. My palm with blood running across the lifeline. Me, here in the clubhouse of the Orphans, avenging Starry because of her height, defending myself with splinters of glass. Me: the antagonist of Kid Harris. I couldn’t help it, I laughed in the Kid’s face.

It was then that he hit me. I fell onto the floor, the cement was cold against my back. Looking up I could see only the smile on Kid Harris’s face as he raised his arm. And I wondered if the knife was in his hand, if he had tired of waiting for the Dolphin and had decided to substitute my face for the Dolphin’s.

I was not afraid. If anything, I was curious. Would he cut me? Wouldn’t he? Would I cry out? What had the death of Alf Cantinni, a name whose face I had never known, to do with me? What had any of this to do with me?

“Starry!” A voice called from outside the clubhouse door. Harris stopped his hand in mid-air; the Pack stood at attention.

“Starry, honey, you in there?” said the voice.

Kid Harris nodded at Starry. “Who is it?” he whispered.

“Jose,” said Starry. “Only Jose. I was supposed to wait for him.” But the voice outside the door did not sound like the voice of Jose.

One of the Pack walked to open the door on a signal from Harris. “Don’t,” said Starry. “Don’t open the door.”

Harris only smiled and walked away from me to pick up an unopened bottle of liquor from the floor. “We’ll see one Orphan dance now,” he whispered.

One of the Pack opened the door and cold air rushed into the clubhouse. I arched my back, leaned on my elbows, and realized, perhaps at the same time as Kid Harris, that Starry was never supposed to meet up with Jose. Starry was grinning and Kid Harris turned on his heel.

“Keep the door locked,” he shouted. But it was too late. Jose would not be at that door alone. And it was too late.

Not Jose, but McKay stood in the doorway.

“So, we find the Wolf twice on one night,” said McKay.

I tell you this was it. If I wasn’t sold on McKay before, I was now.

The Dolphin now stood beside McKay, and never could I have imagined greeting the Dolphin’s presence with a smile, with a sigh. The Orphans, in full colors and in silence, waited behind the Dolphin and McKay. The Pack edged away and looked nervously toward Kid Harris for an order, any order. No, this was not their night.

“It’s only fair,” said Kid Harris. “You know what’s honorable, McKay.”

“Honor?” said McKay. “Is it honor I find when I walk into the Orphans’ clubhouse and find the Pack? When I find the Pack in my territory? Is it honor I find when I see that?”

I turned to see where McKay pointed. But he pointed at me, and I remembered the cold of the floor and I rose to sit near Irene and Gina.

“Why,” said McKay, “was she on the floor?”

“You talk!” said Kid Harris. “The Orphans fight like rats in the sewer, come to our territory to do destruction, take down Ralph when he ain’t prepared—what do you expect? A thankyou card?” Kid Harris rubbed at his face. “And this,” he said, stroking his wounded face, and looking at the Dolphin, “this I won’t forget soon.”

The Dolphin smiled. “You weren’t supposed to forget,” he said. “No, indeed. You were not supposed to forget.”

I could see Danny the Sweet now, and Jose. Two or three of the Orphans were missing; it had been a hard Night of the Wolf. Outside, morning noises were beginning on the Avenue. The cover of darkness was lifting and the Night of the Wolf was almost yesterday. Almost.

“Enough for one night,” said McKay. “For a man without honor we got pity.” McKay smiled.

“Fuck your pity.” Kid Harris tried to smile as calmly as McKay did.

“Pity for defeat,” whispered McKay. The Orphans laughed. “Pity for the Pack who are only good for fighting with the Property.”

“I got mine tonight,” said the Dolphin. He lit a cigarette and blew the smoke into Harris’s face. “I can get the rest of him some other night. When he don’t expect it.”

“I have no pity,” said Starry. And she walked toward the Dolphin and McKay. McKay nodded when he saw the blood on Starry’s face; one of her bottom teeth had been knocked out and her nose dripped blood. McKay removed his motorcycle goggles; he touched his hand to Starry’s cheek.

“Yes,” he said. For an instant his eyes found mine. “Yes,” said McKay again.

Tosh and another Orphan guided Harris to the wall of the clubhouse. Harris stood with legs apart and hands up against the stone of the wall.

“The Night of the Wolf is over,” called out one of the Pack.

“Not for me,” said Starry. She stood close to Harris and then she picked up a wooden footstool and handed it to McKay. McKay nodded, and waited for Starry to leave the basement. When she had shut the door behind her, McKay walked toward Harris.

“Brother Wolf,” McKay said. “You’ll touch no one with those hands when I’m through.”

McKay raised the stool and brought it down on Harris’s hand. Again. And again. Tosh held the hand against the cement and Harris cried out in anger and then in pain as the bones broke under McKay’s hammering. Now Tosh held Harris’s other hand against the wall. I had to look away.

Danny the Sweet found me. He placed his arm around my shoulder and produced a Milky Way and a Kleenex.

“Hey, Sweet,” I whispered; and I leaned my head on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” said Danny.

“I’m not,” I said, and I touched his face where it had been bruised under the eye. “I’m really not,” I told him. It was true, whatever I was, sorry wasn’t part of it.

You see, I was waiting for McKay.
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UNDER THE SPELL
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I knew no chants, no charms, no words of love. So what could I do? There was the chance that McKay might not even remember my face. What then? I wasn’t one to take chances, to take risks. I knew only what words could often cast the most effective spell, but which words to work on McKay? I wasn’t sure.

McKay drank coffee, and the window of the clubhouse had been unshuttered so that the morning light fell across him like bars. Few Orphans had left the clubhouse. Figures moved upon the mattress, and shadows talked quietly in the corners of the room. Danny the Sweet snored for a while, his head resting on my knee, and then he slept deeply and soundlessly. I had waited for that, and I slipped a cushion under the Sweet’s head before I stood and walked toward McKay.

It was still early morning, not more than seven, yet it seemed hours ago that Kid Harris and his Pack had been escorted from the basement to be dropped off on some dawn-dark corner of the Avenue. After Irene had painted the cuts on my palms with iodine, I had slept, while the private council of McKay and his soldiers—the Dolphin, Tosh, and Jose—whispered in the darkness of the threat of retaliation. I found I cared less about sounds out there on the Avenue. Kid Harris’s slap had made me a quick convert to the Orphans’ regiment, and I cared for nothing that existed outside the walls of the clubhouse.

But now I needed some words, some potion, some magic that would affect McKay. I walked to where McKay sat. He was alone and quiet and watching the dance of last night’s street in the air before him.

“I know better now,” I said.

My words brought McKay back from the streets of last night, and he smiled.

“Meaning what?” he asked. His voice was softer than it had been last night, but the smile was the same.

“Meaning, I know not to ask if you’re sure you’ll be back.”

I had wanted those words to flatter McKay. But the grin on his face made it clear he thought I was stating the obvious, that I had merely wised up and seen the light of his truth.

“I don’t exaggerate, if it can be helped,” he said.

“I see.” I watched McKay as he watched me, grinning with enjoyment at seeing me wordless. Maybe it was the lack of sleep, maybe it was McKay not telling me how wonderful I was to stand up to Kid Harris, more likely I was angry at not knowing the words I needed. Whatever it was, I had had it with the Orphans, with the smoke that filled the room, with McKay. I had had it with waiting for McKay.

“To hell with you,” I told him.

McKay sipped coffee. The lines of laughter were at the corners of his eyes.

“Did you hear me?” I said.

“I heard you all right,” McKay said, and he offered me a cigarette.

“Did you know,” I said as I accepted a light for the cigarette, “that I was on the floor last night when you walked in because I was fucking Kid Harris?”

The lines around McKay’s eyes deepened. I could tell he was hiding his grin within the coffee cup.

“And that I liked it?” I said. “And that I told him he was much better than any Orphan could be?”

“You told him that?” McKay smiled.

I was silent. We stared at each other. “There is no way to get you angry, is there?” I said.

“There is, darling,” said McKay.

I doubted that. How could he, the President of the Orphans, let me talk such trash to him? Furthermore, what the hell did he care, anyway?

“Really?” I said. “What? You tell me what would get you angry.”

“Try leaving,” said McKay.

I didn’t believe that one for a minute. “Leaving?” I said.

“That’s right,” McKay said.

All right, then. I walked to the door, and I didn’t hear McKay’s angry shouts. I opened the door, and there was no maddened rage. I walked out of the clubhouse and into the street.

The air was cold and clear; snow reflected white light into my eyes. So I lost out with McKay. So? If nothing else, I could call a bluff. If nothing else, I could let him know I was no fool. Leaving, hah. Although, I admitted, there in the light of the Avenue, it wasn’t a bad line.

At least I had had a chance. If nothing more I had taken the opportunity to tell McKay to go to hell. How many could say that? So? So, all I wanted now was coffee and a seat at Monty’s counter, that was all. But standing outside the Orphans’ clubhouse, I began to cry. No sound, only tears. The door of the clubhouse slammed. I could hear the echo of boot heels on cement, and McKay was beside me.

“You don’t listen, do you?” he said.

“I can hear,” I said.

“What’s this?” McKay was referring to the tears. I had told him we would see who cried, well, now we saw. So I began to walk down the Avenue. I knew McKay wasn’t one to follow. But he didn’t have to follow, he simply held my arm, and although my feet kept on moving, I realized that the rest of me wasn’t going anywhere. I didn’t have a chance. I wasn’t going anywhere.

“I said, what is this?” said McKay.

McKay was angry now; his voice grew quiet. I was certain McKay’s anger had surfaced not with my leaving the clubhouse, but because I had involved him with something that had to do with tears.

“I feel it’s really none of your business,” I said.

“Perhaps you haven’t heard,” said McKay, “that I never involve myself in what ain’t my business.”

He was wrong. I had, indeed, heard that. He never got involved unless it was a matter of defending his honor.

“The hell it is,” I said.

“Accept it,” said McKay. “This is my business. You are my business, and that’s all there is to it, whether or not you want it that way.”

McKay lit another cigarette and handed it to me, and maybe he smiled, I don’t know. And he couldn’t have known that acts of kindness made me cry. That cigarettes being lit and offered to me when I cried could make me sob. So I did. McKay studied the effect of winter lighting, and the nuances it could lend to the shadows upon a Chevron station. He waited until I could take the cigarette from him.

“What you need is coffee,” said McKay.

“That’s not what I want,” I said.

“Yeah, coffee.” He nodded. “I know you ain’t used to the ways of the Orphans. All right, last night was hard for you. You think Starry enjoyed it?”

McKay led me toward the Chevy and opened the door. I sat in the car and he began to shut the door after me, still muttering about the soothing effects of coffee. I held the door open.

“What I want,” I said as McKay stood in the street, one arm leaning upon the glass of the car window, “is for you to fall in love with me.”

“No,” said McKay.

“No?” I said.

“No. I don’t go in for that,” said McKay. “That falling in love, I don’t go for that.”

“All right,” I said, as he closed the door of the car. Through the black-tinted windshield I watched him walk to the other side of the Chevy. “All right,” I said, as McKay opened the door of the driver’s seat and was there beside me. “Then I’ll take what I can get.”

I had faith in McKay, so I closed my eyes, and in the warmth of the Chevy, with my head leaning against the velvet upholstery, I heard only the lullaby of the Chevy engine. McKay could decide what direction to go; I needed more sleep.

I awoke on the George Washington Bridge.

“McKay,” I said. “Why are we on this bridge?”

“We’re going to safe territory,” said McKay. I was beginning to doubt him.

“Where’s that?” I asked.

“Clifton, New Jersey,” he said.

“I see,” I said. “Clifton, New Jersey, is safe territory.”

I did trust McKay; it was his sense of direction I thought a bit strange.

“Hey, girl, you see T.J. after the Night of the Wolf?”

“No.” I had assumed that T.J. was somewhere gathering pieces of himself off the street.

“No,” said McKay. “And you might not see him soon again. You want to see him, check out the critical ward, and you just might see him there. What do you think, this is a game?”

“Hey, where was I last night?” I said. “Where was I, drinking champagne? I got hit, you know. I almost got cut.”

“Almost,” said McKay. “What do you know? Do you know that Cantinni was murdered by the Pack? Wasted by their treachery? Do you see the scar the Dolphin carries? That was just innocent fun they had with you last night? You say you think occasionally? Then think what would’ve happened last night if Starry hadn’t of thought fast and said she was meeting Jose. Just think.”

I was thinking. Yes, Starry had acted fast. But it was McKay whose hand had knocked upon the door. I looked at him. He was concentrating on the lanes of the bridge, for a wind had come up and the Chevy edged first toward the divider and then into the lane to our right. McKay was driving as he must when he raced the Chevy. We were flying over the near-empty lanes of the bridge.

“Could you pull over?” I said.

“Honey, I don’t trust the Pack for shit, for all I know they could’ve followed us. Clifton is safe territory.”

For that matter, so was the George Washington Bridge.

“Could you pull over?” I said.

“Are you going to be sick?” said McKay.

“No.”

“Because if you’re going to be sick, I’d rather you not do it in the car, see? It messes up the car, see?”

McKay kept his foot on the accelerator. Wind and the steel columns of the bridge passed us by.

“I race this Chevy, and you can’t race a car someone’s been sick in,” said McKay. “Particularly not when the upholstery’s velvet. Don’t let my talk of the Pack scare you sick, girl. And not in the car, that’s all.”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m going to be sick. Pull over.”

I had no intention of being sick. The thought hadn’t entered my mind. Had it, I would not have thought twice about McKay’s upholstery. And I felt no fear of the Pack. So they were not playing games—well, neither was McKay. No, I was not afraid of the Pack. I only knew I’d rather be with McKay there above the Hudson River than in a room across the street from the Greyhound Station in Clifton, New Jersey.

McKay turned the Chevy into an emergency parking area—one telephone and cement.

“I’d rather not go to New Jersey,” I said.

“Sure,” said McKay. “Sure, I understand. You ain’t being forced to go anywhere with me.”

“That’s true,” I said and moved closer to him.

“Do I understand?” said McKay.

“I have no idea, do you?” I said, as I unbuttoned my jacket.

What do you expect? I had no previous history of seduction on the George Washington Bridge. Or on any bridge, for that matter. I had no previous history of seduction at all.

“McKay,” I said, and I sat with one leg raised, so that I could unzip my boot. “I want to fuck you, but not in New Jersey.”

I used those words because I knew McKay would smile when he heard them. And he did. I would not use words that would make him turn away and say, “No. Not me. I don’t go for that.” I pulled my T-shirt over my head. I was afraid to tell McKay that if it wasn’t him it would be no one, and so I was silent. I held my arms around McKay and felt the touch of his hands on my shoulders, and then across my back.

And as I lay with McKay on the front seat of the Chevy, I forgot we were parked on the George Washington Bridge. I forgot the Hudson River below us. McKay unzipped my jeans and I thought I would tell him once, only once, and say the words so softly that perhaps he might not hear.

“McKay,” I whispered, as I pulled my jeans off and felt him move as he unbuckled his belt. “There has never been anyone but you.”

Whether or not he heard me, I didn’t know. But for some words the saying can be far more important than the hearing.

I unbuttoned McKay’s shirt. He still wore the Orphans jacket and the black leather pressed against my breasts.

“McKay,” I said. “McKay, honey, take off your jacket.”

“No,” he said, and he kissed me. For the second time, he kissed me.

“Why not?” I whispered.

I felt McKay hard against me. Because I knew the answer to my question without McKay speaking, I felt fear. “Can’t you forget?” I whispered. And I knew the answer: that there was no time, not even now, when McKay could forget the Orphans.

“Darling,” said McKay, and I could barely hear him. “Darlin’,” he said, and McKay was inside me now, “I am always prepared.”

And no, we did not get caught fucking on the George Washington Bridge. No maintenance crews peered through the black-tinted windows, and no tow trucks dragged the Chevy away. I did not shiver, with McKay’s jacket thrown about my bare shoulders, as the Highway Patrol forced McKay to stand with his hands upon the roof of the Chevy and his back unprotected by the colors of his jacket.

No. Sometimes love is made on the George Washington Bridge and the traffic still flows by and the radio music plays on without interruption. No sirens flash, no gale winds rise off the Hudson. I did not love McKay any more than I had when I watched him from second-story windows without knowing the color of his eyes.

Sorry if I disappoint you, if you wanted to hear sirens or see flashes. And are these sights and sounds expected because of youth, of leather? It is so easy to forget being young when young; easier still when cloaked in black leather. Was McKay young? Twenty-two, and his body, you’ve seen some of it, still young. But the skin and the muscles and the blood know the streets at midnight and at dawn, they know Chevy engines and honor. Do you call that young? We did not. For it is easy to forget that we were once young when we didn’t even know it at the time.

A matter of perspective? Perhaps. That morning on the bridge would the driver of the tow truck have known I was in love? Could he have known how young McKay was? But why ask you? You passed us by that morning without seeing McKay’s eyes or feeling the touch of his hand on your skin. If a warning had been tossed from the window of a Jersey-bound Ford, I would have smiled and wrapped my legs around McKay, and smiled again. If the note had had scrawled across it: “This is a matter of perspective. And you’re not seeing,” I would have turned to McKay with a wink and a nod. If the telephone that waited in the frozen cement of the emergency parking area had rung, I would never have answered. Of course, it is easiest to forget what is never known. And that telephone could have rung for hours.

See us, surrounded by cement and wind. Against the bed of maroon velvet. The winter and the Chevy and youth hidden by language and leather. See how little I knew; not even the letters of my own name. Only McKay, and the sound of the wind upon the roof of the Chevy.

Because he held me closer, and because he whispered love in my ear without saying a word, I loved McKay as the colors of the Orphans jacket covered me.
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McKay drove the Chevy back toward the city. What did I know of Manhattan? Manhattan may have been the city, but New York was Queens, Brooklyn, and Long Island. And I didn’t need knowledge of highways and exits; I had faith in McKay.

Because McKay had stopped all verbal communication, and was concentrating on avoiding scratches on the finish of the Chevy while driving at sixty through Manhattan streets, I lit a cigarette and sang along with the radio lyrics.

“McKay,” I said finally, when I had seen enough tailgating of taxis, enough running of yellow lights, enough sprinting of pedestrians from out of the path of the Chevy, “why are you going downtown?”

McKay shrugged and pointed to the Winstons on the dashboard. I handed him a cigarette and struck a match and tried to ignore the screeching of tires that seemed to follow us. McKay inhaled and kept his eyes on the street. Let him think this was Daytona, what did I care? And I didn’t take his silence personally. Last night had been long, and this, I assumed, had not been a typical morning for him. Anyway, I knew McKay to be a man of few words. Did I look angry? For McKay had thrown his cigarette out the window and rested his hand on my leg. Did I look as though his silence offended me or had McKay heard the words of love I had spoken?

“Occasionally I like to think, also,” said McKay.

“All right,” I said. “About this morning or last night?” I said.

“Last night.” McKay smiled.

And although he smiled, I knew that was no joke. “Thanks,” I said. “Don’t spoil me with your charm.”

“The Orphans did what they were expected to do,” McKay continued.

“You won.” I shrugged.

“There’s no winning,” said McKay. “There’s only defending your honor. You do a good job of it, or you don’t.”

“Honor,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s right,” said McKay. “What do you think it’s all about?”

I didn’t know.

“Shit,” said McKay. “It’s honor. Like when I race this Chevy.” As opposed to what he was doing now? “You think I race for money?” said McKay. “Shit, I could make more money pulling a job on one liquor store than I can in a month of racing. It’s knowing you’re the best, see?”

Well, I knew he was the best; everyone on the Avenue knew it. Seemed as if McKay was the only one who didn’t know it.

“You don’t have to prove nothing to me,” I said.

“What do you know?” said McKay.

“What about Cantinni?” I asked.

“What about him?”

“There’s talk on the Avenue that somebody tampered with his car, fixed it good, the night he had the accident. The Pack?” I asked. “Was it the Pack?”

“There’s a lot of talk on the Avenue,” said McKay, and he lifted his hand and drew away from me.

Another subject to be avoided. What was not?

“Why are we stopping?” I said as McKay double-parked the Chevy. I had a right to know at least that much.

“Picking up the Dolphin,” said McKay.

I moved away from McKay and rested my cheek against the cold glass of the window. Why did being with McKay have to include the Dolphin? I stared out the window. “Where are we?” I said.

“Harlem,” said McKay.

The Dolphin certainly moved around. With whom and for what, I didn’t want to know. If I had known the subway lines I would’ve asked McKay to let me off at any street corner.

And so I was silent as McKay double-parked the Chevy on 123rd Street alongside a Corvair.

“Honey, you afraid to wait in the car?” he asked.

I wasn’t, but where McKay went, I wanted to go.

“Yes,” I said.

I walked with McKay. The street was quiet, except for some shadowy figures who rested up against the icy shelter of storefronts or doorways. It was too cold for almost anyone else; it was certainly too cold for me. I slipped my hand into McKay’s jacket pocket. “Is that really what you want? To be the best?” I asked him.

“What else is there?” said McKay.

I hadn’t thought of it that way. “Second best?” I laughed. McKay rolled his eyes and didn’t bother to answer.

We walked to the cement stoop of a dark apartment building. Rust from the fire escape fell like red confetti as McKay pulled open the glass door of the building. I followed McKay through the darkness of the hallway and stopped when he did. McKay knocked twice with his fist.

“Who there?” a voice said through the peeling green paint of the door.

“McKay,” was the answer. I held his arm tighter. It was colder in that hallway than it was out in the street and I began to shiver.

“Nothing to be afraid of,” said McKay.

“It’s just the cold,” I told him. McKay smiled and touched my face with his fingertips and must have known that I wished I were still in the Chevy, smoking cigarettes and waiting for him.

“It’s no stranger in there,” said McKay. “It’s only a cousin of Jose’s. A friend of the Orphans.”

Some cousin of Jose’s. What did I know about Jose? How could I be comforted by his familial relationships?

“Hey, boy,” said the figure in the open doorway. “The dude has been waiting on you.” Jose’s cousin, a thin black man in a denim jacket, motioned us to enter the apartment.

“Been busy,” said McKay as we walked inside.

“I see.” Jose’s cousin nodded to me.

“Far as I can tell, Flash, you haven’t seen nothing for years now,” said McKay.

“That’s a fact,” said Flash.

The light was dim in the apartment, but I could see the Dolphin, in sunglasses and T-shirt, seated on a couch in the middle of the room. And even in this dim lighting, I could see clearly for the first time the colors on his skin. His arms were painted with red and green, covered by panthers and crosses and flowers with no name. On his chest a peacock, whose colors reached up in feathers to his neck. Not an inch of visible skin was bare of illustrations, not an inch without color.

“McKay,” said the Dolphin.

“Brother.” McKay nodded. “Jose.” McKay nodded to a figure that sat in an armchair, in darkness.

“McKay, you taking goddamn Property?” said Jose. “What you bring her here for?”

McKay walked toward Jose and switched on an electric light so that his face could now be seen. “You say something to me?” McKay said quietly. Jose blinked his eyes against the light. “I don’t think I heard you. You say something to me?”

I could feel Jose’s fear and the anger of McKay. Was McKay defending me and my presence in this uptown apartment? Could this be something like love? Or only honor once again?

“He didn’t say nothing,” said the Dolphin.

“Hey, my cousin’s crazy,” agreed Flash. “He didn’t say nothing.”

Jose nodded.

“I didn’t think I heard anything,” said McKay.

I was impressed. And more. Could this be the same McKay I had laid not more than an hour ago in the front seat of a Chevrolet? McKay who with a few words could bring about intense hearing loss in these three in this Harlem apartment?

McKay smiled. “Brothers, it’s time we be going.”

“That is true,” said the Dolphin. He slipped his jacket on over the tattoos that covered him like a rainbow-colored shirt and nodded to Flash.

“You be cool now,” said Flash. “And see me next week.”

The Dolphin nodded again and McKay and I followed Jose and the Dolphin out into the street.

“If you get tired of him,” Flash called out to me, “you know where to find me.”

“Don’t expect me to look,” I said.

Flash laughed. “You just don’t know what good is when you see it, girl.”

I looked up at McKay; I disagreed with Flash.

The Dolphin and Jose were already sitting in the front of the Chevy, the Dolphin at the wheel.

“McKay,” I said as we neared the car, “is Flash something special?”

“He thinks he is,” said McKay.

“He’s no Orphan,” I said.

“But he knows a little magic,” said McKay.

“Him and the Dolphin,” I began, but we had reached the Chevy now.

“Don’t ask no questions,” said McKay.

McKay opened the door, and we got into the back seat together. The Dolphin started the engine and began to drive down the street. Jose turned to face us. “Got some good reefer,” he told McKay.

“Fine,” said McKay.

“Got some good hash. Man, that shit tastes like perfume.”

The Dolphin was driving through a tunnel now, and the light was of night or of no time in that tunnel. Jose lit a thin paper cigarette and passed it to McKay.

“What is that?” I said and Jose laughed.

O.K., so I didn’t know about quality drugs. I only knew the dope of childhood—airplane glue in brown paper bags, breathing in and out in schoolyards and parking lots littered with the useless bodies of model airplanes that would never be constructed and would never fly. Bottles of cleaning fluid, of medicine, and of wine. I was no connoisseur.

McKay dragged on the joint.

“Try it,” Jose said to me.

McKay handed me the joint and I inhaled. Exhaled. Nothing. I passed it to Jose. The Dolphin ignored us, he paid no attention, his eyes remained on the traffic signals, the tollbooth, the expressway. Maybe the Dolphin didn’t like the communal touch of a joint.

“This reefer’s not bad,” said McKay. “It’ll do.”

“Not bad?” said Jose as he rolled another joint. “Man, Flash sells a nickel bag like you’ve never seen.”

I passed the joint to McKay, but he waved it away, and I smoked the rest myself. Nothing was happening. What was the big deal? I could get a better buzz from swallowing a bottle of Midol.

“I’m not high,” I said to McKay. He smiled.

The Dolphin still said nothing. I could see the silence around him as he drove, black-gloved hands on the steering wheel.

“McKay,” I said. “You know, you have a very interesting face.” He did. More so than ever before.

“Yeah,” said McKay.

“Very interesting.” I nodded.

“But she’s not high,” said Jose.

“You know,” I told Jose, “a face defines a personality.”

“I’m hip,” said Jose. “If you knew all the personalities of all the dead people in the world, especially the great ones, you could change the world.”

That was brilliant. “Yes,” I said. “Yes, you’re right.” Brilliant. I stared out the window at the movement of the highway. “What did you say?” I asked Jose.

“Dolphin,” McKay said, ignoring Jose and me, “how are we on money?”

“We could stand to have some more,” said the Dolphin.

“I’m going to be racing the Chevy, but that won’t pay shit.”

“I’ve been making money, if you want to get in,” said the Dolphin.

“No,” said McKay, “that’s your money. That has nothing to do with the Orphans. No, I was thinking of pulling some sort of job.”

“Why bother?” said the Dolphin.

“You know,” said Jose, “Flash sells some damn good reefer.”

“Flash?” I said. “What did you say?” My hearing was not what it might have been. The words spoken in the Chevy seemed to float by me like air.

“I got a job in mind,” said McKay.

“If that’s the way you want it,” said the Dolphin.

“It’s an easy job,” said McKay.

“A bank?” I asked.

“Don’t be smart,” said McKay.

“With a motorcycle,” I said. “You could ride up to the teller on a Harley, and that would mean a real quick getaway.”

“You still not high?” McKay asked me.

“McKay, I’ll say it once,” said the Dolphin, “you’re asking for trouble with her.” I could feel the Dolphin’s eye on me in the rearview mirror. “I’ll tell you once. You start bringing her around with you, she starts knowing too much, and you got trouble.”

“O.K.,” said McKay, “you said it once.”

I might have said a word to the Dolphin, but I knew he wouldn’t answer and Jose began to talk about getting all the great dead people together at a conference.

“There could be regional conferences, first,” said Jose. “Like all the great dead people from Texas, say. You hip? And then from Paris, say. Then the greatest of the great dead people could meet at a general conference.”

“Shut up, boy,” said the Dolphin. “You talking bullshit trash.”

“Hey, man, this is important stuff. It could change the world. Sort of like a U.N. for dead people.”

The Dolphin raced the Chevy past the skeleton of the World’s Fair.

“And New York City,” said Jose. “Man, forget it. We got the cities covered as far as dead people go. Lefty Gomez and those mayors, what’s their names? The Irish one, Walker, he was great. La Guardia. And then my cousin, who was pushed off a roof. He was great, man. Now, he had good reefer. You think Flash’s pot is something?”

“He sure can babble,” I whispered to McKay, who nodded.

“You get them all together, see. Kenny, that’s my cousin, and the two mayors, and Lefty. Oye. Terrific. We got the best. See, we could even take control. Yeah, New York City could control the main conference. And then we get someone like Nancy Sinatra to be the guest speaker.”

“She wouldn’t come to the conference,” I told Jose.

“You think she wouldn’t speak there? Shit, she’d be only too happy to.”

“Jose, she’s not dead,” I told him.

“That doesn’t matter,” said Jose. “She’d hear about the free liquor we was serving.”

“Jose, enough,” said McKay.

“Not wine,” said Jose. “The Orphans got too much class to serve wine.”

“Jose, enough with your conference. Keep your conference plans a secret. Have a surprise guest speaker, and don’t tell us about it now.”

“Man, it would be great,” said Jose.

“You see what happens when you involve assholes in business matters?” said the Dolphin.

“It would be,” I said.

“You gotta be loose,” said the Dolphin. “Or you find out you lose. You gotta travel alone.”

“I thought you were going to say it once,” said McKay.

“McKay,” Jose said.

“I know. I know,” said McKay. “We got the best dead people in the world in New York City.”

“The greatest,” said Jose.

“Yeah, and if you don’t want to be one of them you’ll know this is enough with your goddamn conference plans.”

“McKay,” I whispered with my eye on the Dolphin. “I don’t like him referring to me that way.”

“Don’t listen,” said McKay.

I turned away from him as the Dolphin drove the car off our exit; the Avenue was before us. What more could I say to McKay if he wouldn’t even defend me? And who needed him to defend me, anyway?

McKay moved his hand up along my thigh and between my legs. “You gotta look at me sometime, girl,” he whispered.

We traveled along the Avenue. I knew McKay was right. The Dolphin slowed the Chevy as we neared Monty’s, and I could see the Pontiac of Danny the Sweet, and the gathering of Orphans at the doorway of the candy store.

“Sometime, you gotta look at me,” said McKay.

As the Dolphin pulled the Chevy up to the curb I turned to face McKay, and I stared into his dark eyes. The Dolphin and Jose opened the front doors of the car and cold air rushed into the Chevy. It seemed now that I had begun to look at McKay, I could not look away.

“What you staring at?” said McKay.

I was staring at myself; myself reflected in the dark of his eyes.

“You,” I said, and it seemed I could not turn away.


THREE

IN THE MOOD
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“Why you want to make me worry?” said Danny the Sweet as I sat on a stool at Monty’s.

“Danny,” I said, “I’ve told you before. Don’t worry about me. I’m not your responsibility. So just don’t you worry.”

I had left McKay at the doorway, standing in the cold with the Orphans to discuss the Night of the Wolf and, I assumed from the hushed voices and gesturing, the threat of Pack retaliation. Danny sat alone in Monty’s, swinging his long legs and turning the stool right and then left. The corner kids had not yet been released from school and Monty cleaned the countertop with an old dishrag and winked at me as I entered the store and sat next to Danny. For Monty winking was an easy task; his eyes, morning, noon, and especially in the evening, were red and heavy with drink. Monty had a light hand when pouring syrup over a sundae, and a heavy one when pouring gin into a glass of tonic. His long white hair floated to his shoulders, and his eyebrows were long enough to intertwine with his lashes. The drink and the lashes gave Monty no choice; even when he wasn’t winking, he was winking.

“The Sweet’s been sitting here and worrying and worrying, the poor dear boy,” said Monty.

“Go on,” muttered Danny.

“Ah, Danny,” I said and I winked back at Monty, “please don’t be like that.”

“Like what?” said Danny the Sweet.

“Like the Sweet that you are,” I said.

“I ain’t sweet,” said Danny. “All I is is practical.”

“You’re out of your head,” I told him. “There’s nothing to be uptight about. I can take care of myself.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Danny. “What do you know about the Orphans? You don’t know what’s what.”

“The way of the world,” said Monty, and he poured coffee into the chipped porcelain mug he had set before me. “The way of the world upsets the poor dear boy.”

Danny rested his elbow on the linoleum of the counter and knotted his hand in a fist, leaving his third finger free. “You know what this means, old man?” he said.

“I believe I do,” said Monty. “It only serves to reiterate my preceding statement.” Monty winked at me. Cruel, to use language like that on poor Danny. All the Sweet could do was nod.

“All the old man is saying, Danny,” I began.

“Hey, I know what he’s saying,” said Danny.

“Is that you’re too sweet, and too worried, and you should quit yelling at me for what ain’t your business.”

“I see you ride up with McKay,” said Monty.

“That goes for you too,” I said to Monty. “You too might find it much easier to mind your own business.”

“But far less interesting,” said Monty. “If you knew my business you wouldn’t mind it either. Only so much concentration can be utilized in divvying out pieces of Bazooka bubble gum and wiping the counter clean.”

I sipped coffee and looked through the frost of the door pane at the gathering of Orphans.

“It’s no secret you’re fooling around with McKay,” said Monty. “The word travels fast down the Avenue. Particularly when it travels in a ’59 Chevy.”

“I drink your coffee every morning, but I’m telling you this,” I said to Monty. “Don’t push me.”

“Already association with McKay has produced a marvelous effect,” said Monty.

“Do you want to sell me a pack of Marlboros or do you want to give a personality evaluation?” I said.

Monty smiled and slid a pack of cigarettes along the counter. I lit one for myself and one for Danny, who sat with his head resting upon his long thin hands.

“I understand, no intimate knowledge of course, I try to mind me own business”—Monty smiled—“that it was a particularly hard Night of the Wolf last night. Night o’ the Wolf, I’m remembering hearing last night titled.”

Danny sat up straight, the Orphan in him aroused.

“What do you know about the Night of the Wolf?” he demanded.

“Boy, I know nothing but that which is carried down the Avenue by the wind. Only rumor and innuendo.”

“Keep it that way,” said Danny.

“That means he don’t know shit and is pumping you for information,” I said to Sweet.

Danny turned to me. “Hey, I know it.”

Then the three of us were silent; and as the familiar odor of syrup and Lysol surrounded us, I swung around on the stool so that I could see out the door into the street where stood McKay, the Dolphin, Jose, Martin the Marine, and Tosh. The Dolphin was moving his lips and McKay was nodding to words I could not hear.

“No, no, no, no, no,” said Danny, and he pounded a fist against his head.

I swung around to face him as Monty dropped a glass into the suds-filled metal sink.

“Danny,” I said.

“Why did I bring you with me?” cried the Sweet. “If anything happens to you, it’s my fault. There just ain’t no reason for me being so dumb. But that’s the way it is. I shouldn’t have brought you to the Orphans, but that’s the way it is. I’m dumb, and I didn’t think anyone would notice you, and you’d quit bothering me about McKay, and now I gotta be honest and admit how dumb I am.”

“Shut up,” I said. “Danny, shut up. You’re just acting nuts, so shut up.”

Danny stopped pounding his fist to his head and was quiet. But he continued to mutter softly to himself and his eyes had the faraway look of codeine.

“Now, stop it,” I said. “What the hell. You ain’t dumb and neither am I. I stood up to Kid Harris and I’m O.K. Just look at me.”

Danny stared mutely at my face.

“See?” I said, and he nodded.

Monty’s eyes winked furiously as he dipped his hand into the sink fishing for pieces of broken glass.

“If he acts like a maniac, the poor boy, I want him out,” said Monty. “I’ll miss his business, but no maniacs in here. Not in my place.”

“Look,” I said to Sweet, “you know McKay. Doesn’t he call you brother?” The Sweet nodded. “You ain’t responsible for introducing me to your brother.” Danny listened to me and his pale eyes were wide and blank with his old sweet stare. “You know McKay’s a man of honor,” I said and Danny nodded. “So just you quit it. I can take care of myself.”

“My boy, Danny,” said Monty, as he poured more coffee into my cup. “I know McKay since he’s but a child. I knew his uncle Red Stuart in the six counties. We came to New York together, if you must know the truth. Shared many a sea-tossed night. He was a man to swear by. And you yourself know the Orphans as well as any man. So why pound upon your head like a mad dog or an Englishman? You’ll hurt yourself, boy. Go out, take a walk, smoke a cigarette. Above all, keep your mind clear, free from manias, and aired in the cold of the street.”

Monty was telling him to get the hell out, and Danny nodded.

“I’m going out in the street for a while,” Danny told me.

“Sure,” I said, and Monty and I watched the Sweet edge his way out of the store, passing by the corner kids who had entered the store and were now rushing the candy counter. Danny paused to pick up a few bars of chocolate and lay some nickels on the counter. “If you need me,” he said, “I’ll be out on the street.”

The door closed after Danny and we could see the Orphans wave him away from their conference. Monty poured himself a drink and said, “And you never did meet a bigger liar, a craftier thief, than Red Stuart.”

“Come on,” I said.

“It’s true,” he said. “Oh, Lord, did that boy, he was a boy at the time I knew him, lie. What stories he told. What deals he did make. What stolen articles he did fence.”

“Go on, you like the sound of your own words,” I said.

“That’s not the point in question,” said Monty, as he drank the clear liquid he would have the corner kids believe was 7-Up or water.

“Now, I’m not saying the boy McKay is a bit like his uncle,” Monty continued. I wrinkled my nose, but I didn’t mind listening to Monty’s words. I had listened to most of his stories at least once before. And now a new character or two to intertwine with Monty’s continuing plot: Ireland, civilization, and Monty’s various roles in its founding and continuance. There was little truth in his words, but sometimes his words were punctuated with a little magic. So I listened to him now.

“What are you saying then?” I asked.

“The Orphans are not for you,” said Monty. “Oh, I’ve heard McKay is a man of his word. Yes, yes, a man of honor. As Red, his uncle, was well known as a liar and, you’ll excuse me, a thief, so is McKay well known for his honor. That is the problem. As you should never trust a liar so should you never trust a man of honor. Those two are the worst of mankind.”

“So you warn me against McKay?” I said. “And what of the Orphans? So I’m with McKay, that doesn’t mean I’m with the Orphans.”

“The Orphans are known for their black-hearted thievery. What stories travel down the Avenue on the wind I keep to myself. But McKay and the Orphans are not to be separated. Be with one, and you be with the other.”

“You is a fool, old man.” I smiled.

“Trust the fool. Always trust the fool.” Monty took a chain from around his neck. Upon it dangled a silver locket. He opened the locket and within was a tooth edged in silver. “Look,” he said.

Nothing but a locket and a tooth, rotted with age or decay.

“Disgusting.” I laughed.

Monty flipped the locket shut and held the chain out to me.

“A charm?” I asked and Monty nodded.

“This,” said Monty, “is the tooth I went and had punched out of me mouth by the aforementioned bastard, Red Stuart. You see, armies can spring from the tooth of a beaten man.”

“Why for me?” I asked. “Why give the charm to me?”

“I might say it was an inducement for you to work behind the counter so I could get rid of that damn Gina, who is robbing me not quite blind,” said Monty.

So he knew about Gina.

“I aspire to better things,” I said.

“No doubt,” said Monty. He sipped at his gin and mixed up egg creams for the corner kids who had sat down at the front end of the counter. “Let’s just say I offer you the charm because I’m wondering if you’ll be smart enough to take it. If you’re not, you’re not. And if you are, well then, you deserve its magic.”

I was not quite sure how to pass this test of perception. “I’ll see you on this,” I said, and I slipped the chain around my neck.

Monty nodded and slid the egg creams down the countertop barroom style. “Tony, ya little bastard,” he called out to one of the corner kids, a dark-haired boy of thirteen or fourteen, “get them airplane models out of your pockets before you’re banned from this here store forever more.”

“I said I’ll take a chance on this magic of yours,” I told Monty.

Monty raised his glass to me. “All right, then,” he said. “I’ve done my part. Now, do what you will; it’s no business of mine.” He drained the glass of gin and returned to the sink full of dirty dishes and ran hot water so that steam rose into the air of the candy store.

“You’re crazy,” I said, but Monty ignored me, and the sound of his humming, and the sound of glass and water and porcelain, drowned out my words.

Monty was as bad as Danny the Sweet, maybe worse. Danny knew how dumb he was. Monty admitted he was a fool. A chocolate addict and an old gin drinker. What did they know? Why should I listen to them when they spoke McKay’s name? A fool and a dummy, both thinking they knew something about McKay, about the Orphans, about me. Why did I rate the worry and the charm? Could it be that Danny the Sweet was ready for worry? That he needed an object, a me, to center his codeine hysteria upon? Could it be that Monty had planned to give up that old tooth, and had planned to endow it upon the three thousandth patron of the candy store? Perhaps I just happened to open the door of the Chevy and to walk into the candy store at the moment of fear and of magical benevolence.

I sat quietly, smoking cigarettes and listening to the wildness of the corner kids who had been trapped in classrooms all day and were now making up for it. And then Jose walked through the door and swaggered past the corner kids. He knocked the hat of one of them to the floor and the kids quieted down, though some mumbled curses when they knew Jose was too far away to hear them.

“Meeting adjourned,” Jose said as he leaned on the stool next to me. “And a good thing too, man. I was freezing my ass off there. McKay says high-priority meetings are more secret when they ain’t secret. Next time, I hope we meet in a sauna, man.” Jose rubbed his hands together. “Old man,” he called out to Monty, “give me a vanilla Coke and a pack of Camels.”

“Did you see Danny the Sweet?” I asked Jose.

“Yeah, sure, he’s out there,” said Jose. “They wouldn’t let him listen to any business matters, but they need him for a ride to the hospital and to stand guard outside T.J.’s room.”

Monty slammed a glass of Coke on the countertop. “Drink up, fast,” he said.

“T.J.?” I said.

“Yeah,” said Jose. “He got it bad. Them Pack are something. Attacking a one-arm. Shit. A knife in the kidney. See, that’s one part T.J. can’t afford to lose. Now, Tosh, he got a tough wound. Knife mark down the side of his head. Since he bald, he now cool.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t tell me. What would the Dolphin say if he thought I knew too much?”

“Girl, I could care less,” said Jose. “This is one Orphan who is his own man.”

The door of Monty’s opened and it was Tosh. Jose was right, Tosh’s shaven skull was now scarred with a long knife mark.

“Jose,” Tosh called, “who told you the meeting was over? Get your ass out here.”

Jose smiled at Monty and me, gulped his Coke, and walked toward the door.

“Your own man,” said Monty.

“Shut up, old man,” said Jose. “Duty is calling on me, hear?”

“Don’t say a word,” I told Monty. “Hear me? Not a word.”

Monty only smiled.

I could see now that the meeting was breaking up. The locket at my neck swayed slightly as I walked from the store. I watched McKay. I waited, smoking cigarettes and watching circles of air move above the Avenue. I touched the locket, the charm, and looked into the Avenue where, between the alleyways and the empty lots, there was said to be magic. Who said there was magic? Who knows? I said it, everyone did. Herbs that can be boiled down into tea serve as potions. They can keep away the bark of the dog at morning, the howl of the cat at night. Magic grows like weeds in the cracks of the Avenue sidewalk. It flowers there, and it goes to seed. But this is small magic, difficult to see, for it rarely grows strong enough to climb like ivy, like vines, over the glass of storefront windows.

The big magic is there as well. It is cheap, it is not difficult to find. It is patented in liquor stores, in drugstores, in uptown apartments where it is cut with strychnine or sugar. This magic is terribly easy to see, unless one is blind. And control of the spell, and control of the mood, is due to this big magic. It too keeps away the bark of the dog in the morning, the howl of the cat at night. Only much more effectively, much quicker, and surer.

The Avenue is littered with wizards. Sometimes, often, they are in disguise. A Cuban woman of eighty once sat blinded by some island disease in the doorways of abandoned buildings on the north side of the Avenue. But she was not Cuban, nor was she an eighty-year-old woman. She was the magic that sent Sandor Inez to the slammer for life on the charge of robbery, assault, and causing heart attacks by earthly forms of big magic.

Hard to tell—with magic, with charms. Some big, some little. Difficult to categorize, until, of course, the consequences are seen. The little magic only causes a smile, but the big magic always seems to end up in the slammer or at a wake.

I’ve seen through some disguises, I’ve known some magic. Look, who hasn’t? You see Monty and he’s a fifty-two-year-old drunk behind the counter of a candy store on the Avenue. So his name is above the door, and he calls himself by the name. Did you ever see his passport, birth certificate, proof of his brogue? But I had seen Monty add up the letters of my name and cast toothpicks upon the linoleum counter top to figure out my date of birth. So I laughed at the charm, but I didn’t deny its worth. I had no talent for magic, but I could spot it in others. To survive on the Avenue, there can be no tripping over the forms of sleeping wizards; there can be no stumbling on the cracks of the sidewalks.

About McKay? I didn’t know. He must have had some talent or else he would have tripped long ago over leather and bottles and witch doctors and dust. When I looked into his eyes I felt there might be some spell there. As I watched the Orphans gather around him, gutter smoke and steam hissing as it rose in the cold air, I thought there might be the whispering of chants. Although I had no talent in magic myself, I could spot it in others as a cobra spots a sparrow, as a sparrow spots a cobra. I could always see it in the eyes.

But about McKay, I didn’t know. I would have to judge the magic by the consequences. Those consequences which are the after-magic: the mood induced, the spell, the jail sentence, the act of falling in love, the words remembered. The way to finally tell the big magic from the little. The too late, the of course, the last step of the spell.

They were walking away. The engines of Orphan cars were started. The Dolphin moved away from McKay, and as he did shadows were cast that might have caused white magic to appear dark, and black magic to glow blinding light. McKay was alone now. I threw a cigarette to the street, stepped on fire with my boot, and slipped the locket and chain from around my neck. I held the charm and waited. When McKay nodded I placed the tooth in the lining of my jacket pocket and walked toward him.

“I got some runs to do,” said McKay.

“All right,” I said.

“Alone,” he said.

“I’m no trouble at all,” I said.

“Honey, this ain’t no game. This is a condolence call to the Pack.”

“You’re crazy,” I said. “What was that talk about Clifton, New Jersey? What was that talk about safe territory?”

“No one messes with a condolence caller, that’s all there is to it. So it’s safe.”

“Anyone specific in store for your condolences?” I asked.

“Only Ralphie of the Pack,” said McKay. “Only the Christian Brothers Funeral Home across the street from St. Francis’.”

“What for?” I asked.

“Darling, it’s a wake I’m talking about,” said McKay.

“McKay.”

“I told you this weren’t no game,” said McKay.

“I want to go with you,” I said.

“You don’t want to go,” said McKay. “Because you don’t know what it’s like. You don’t want to go with me.”

“It’s not fair that you have to go alone.”

“It wasn’t fair that the boy got wasted, either.”

“But alone,” I said.

“Hey, that’s the way it is,” said McKay. “Someone gets wasted and I’m the one to go. And go alone.”

“Am I supposed to just wait for you?” I said.

“Remember. I never forced you to wait.”

No, he never did. But whether McKay knew it or not, he did not even have to ask me.

“Then don’t ask me to wait now. Take me with you.”

McKay lit a cigarette and was silent for a few moments.

“Get in the car,” he said.

I did and McKay started the Chevy and pulled into the Avenue.

“You got a black dress?” he asked.

“No. And no pearls either,” I told him.

“Gina will have one to fit you,” McKay said and he smiled. “You’ll do fine without pearls, but you be with the Orphans and you gotta get yourself a black dress.”

“I don’t like that talk,” I said.

“You want me to lie to you?” said McKay. I shrugged. Why not? I didn’t mind lies.

“Anyway,” I said, “I’m not with the Orphans. It’s only you and me in this car.”

McKay smiled at that.

I took the charm from my pocket. I opened the locket to show McKay the silver-edged tooth. “A gift from Monty,” I said.

“I seen that,” said McKay. “The tooth of a dragon fought by some knight on the west coast of Ireland, ain’t that what the old boy says?”

“No,” I said. “The story I was told was that it’s a tooth punched out of Monty’s very own mouth by your uncle, Red Stuart, aboard a ship in mid-Atlantic.”

McKay laughed. “I never did have no uncle by that name. And that sure wasn’t the story I got when Monty offered it to me.”

“And you turned it down?” I said.

“And you accepted it?” McKay smiled.

“Monty seemed to think I could use some magic.”

“Even if you could, that there tooth won’t be strong enough magic.”

“Maybe I won’t need no black dress after today.”

“Then that there dragon’s tooth is stronger than Monty thinks, darlin’. Else he wouldn’t dare be giving it away.”

“All this locket means”—I moved closer to McKay and touched my lips to his face—“is that if I’m protected by this charm, you are too, as long as you’re with me.”

McKay pulled the car off the Avenue and into an alley. We were going to T.J.’s apartment. “Is that a threat?” he said, and then McKay kissed me.

“No,” I said. “It’s only magic.”
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Gina wasn’t at T.J.’s apartment, and we knew from the tear-covered Kleenexes in the corners of the room that Gina was most likely standing her own guard outside T.J.’s hospital door. McKay looked through the closet and found, finally, a black linen dress that was too large, and too short, and too lightweight for winter. I slipped the dress over my head in the darkness of the apartment and stared into a mirror. I could barely recognize myself in the darkness, but when McKay’s face appeared in the mirror near mine I saw mine smile at his.

“Won’t Gina mind if I borrow the dress?” I said.

“Nah,” said McKay and he placed his hands on my shoulders. We spoke to each other’s mirror images. “She’s grief-struck, and she shoplifts all her wardrobe from Robert Hall, so she don’t even know what the fuck she’s got in the closet.”

McKay had changed into a black suit and a white-and-black print shirt. He wore the Orphans jacket about his shoulders like a cloak.

“Tell me why,” said McKay, and he held his arms tight around me, and pressed his body close to mine, and spoke with his mouth against my neck, “I’m letting you go with me.”

I watched myself and McKay in the mirror. “It’s only love,” I said. McKay moved away from me and raised his head, though his arms were still around me.

“Don’t use that word again.”

“I didn’t know it would frighten you so.”

“I mean it. If we’re together for a while, then we’re together. It ain’t nothing more than that, and I want you to know that right now. I will tell you no lies. If you’re in trouble I’ll just turn away.”

An honest man, McKay. But I had taken no vow of honor, and so I said, “I’m not asking you for anything. I am not one of the Property, and I’ll be with you only until I want to be with you, no more. I can’t help it if you’re in love with me. That’s your problem.”

McKay laughed. “Think you’re smart,” he said, and he turned me around so that I no longer looked in the mirror. “You think you’re real smart.”

I threw my jacket over my shoulders to cover Gina’s dress, tied a scarf around my head, and let McKay know I was ready to go by walking from him and opening the door of the apartment. We walked into the street toward the Chevy that waited with engine running and exhaust streaming into the cold air.

“We hit the wake first,” said McKay.

We drove down the Avenue into the territory of the Pack. Far down the Avenue we stopped before a building of stone, surrounded by crosses and angels and several black Fords. A line of limousines waited in silence. I could hear organ music from some other funeral or wedding filter through the glass and cement of St. Francis’ as McKay double-parked the Chevy before the Christian Brothers Funeral Home. I walked away from the Chevy with McKay.

“Let me kiss you before you do this,” I said.

“Do what?” McKay stopped and let me kiss him, and he lit a cigarette to share with me before we entered the funeral chapel.

“Go to the wake of one of the Pack.”

“That’s what’s to be done,” said McKay. “I accept your kiss, but, girl, you don’t know shit. Anyone gets wasted and they are honored, they should be honored, even if they is one of the Pack. If I skipped out on the wake it would be defeat for the Orphans. I couldn’t walk the Avenue.”

“I see,” I said. “But you’d turn away from me any time there was trouble.”

“You fight like this Pack boy and I’ll sit in at your wake.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

“Then again”—McKay smiled—“I never fucked this dead Pack boy in the front seat of the Chevy.”

We walked on. I figured those were McKay’s brand of words of love. I was learning to leave love and honor out of the words I spoke to McKay. He didn’t want to hear love and I couldn’t understand his words of honor. So I kept quiet, and held McKay’s arm. We reached the steps of the chapel.

“I don’t expect anything from you,” I said to McKay.

“Good,” said McKay as we reached the steps of the chapel.

“Except that you don’t turn away,” I said.

And McKay couldn’t argue that, for as we walked up the cold cement steps, Kid Harris sat upon the railing, guarding the door of the chapel with three of his Pack. In a shiny black sharkskin jacket and ruffled pink shirt, the Kid waited.

McKay only continued to walk up the steps. I could see now that the Kid’s hands were wrapped in white, covered with bandages like a mummy, encased in casts of plaster and gauze.

“Harris,” said McKay, and he nodded.

“McKay,” said Harris, and the Kid tipped his head of long orange hair.

I looked not at McKay, nor at Harris and the other Pack, but through the doors of the chapel at the rows of metal folding chairs.

“This is no longer a game,” said Harris.

“It never was,” said McKay. “You knew that.”

“But death is something else again,” said Harris.

“Cantinni was a death. T.J. may soon be a death.”

“Nothing was ever proven. Prove that the Pack was at the scene of Cantinni being wasted. Where’s the evidence? Some lousy brake fluid drained from his ’Vette? Anyone could have done that.”

“The evidence is in the air and it is common knowledge,” said McKay. “You knew this was no game, and you know it better now.”

“McKay, this is the beginning of the end for you, my friend.”

“Brother Wolf,” McKay said to Harris. “I can’t stand here all day and listen to your loose talk and your jive.”

McKay walked past Harris on those stairs and I followed. The Pack was ready to spring on a signal. McKay alone, there’d not be another chance like this for them soon. One wink, one movement of a finger from Harris, and McKay would not make it through the door of the chapel. I was, and had been, and would continue to be, ready to turn heel on a signal from McKay and find a bottle of Dewar’s, and forget condolences and honor.

But McKay walked on. Harris nodded and said, “Now we talk. Now you go through the doors of the chapel to kneel before a soldier of the Pack. You walk free through the door, and free out of it. I admit you got some guts coming here alone like this without your soldiers. But McKay, you’re going to lose anyway. You’re going to lose it all. Everything, including those guts of yours.”

McKay only smiled. We walked through the wooden doors of the chapel, and as the doors swung out behind us, and then clattered, we entered the overheated warmth of the room where the weeping of family and friends of the Pack blanketed the air.

The room was alive with the odor of wreaths, the smell of saltwater, with the whispered chants of remembering. In the front row, before the casket, sat the family of the Pack. A young woman in a heavy black veil, who must have been Ralphie’s sister, wailed and rocked back and forth in her chair. Behind her a row of the Property of the Pack—a row of girls in tears, mascara in thin wet lines upon their faces. The men of Ralphie’s family and the boys of the Pack sat in brown metal chairs around the altar where the coffin lay.

McKay and I walked toward the coffin. As we moved down the aisle toward the altar I could hear McKay’s and the Orphans’ names whispered, and the word “murderer.”

“Darling, you are my charm,” whispered McKay. “You make me seem even more respectable than I already am.” He smiled and increased the pressure of his hand upon mine. But I barely heard McKay’s words, words that I would have memorized at another time. I could hear only the whispers, see only the coffin before us.

I had no previous acquaintance with dead bodies, with coffins, with curses and prayers. What did I know of the look of someone without life? I was afraid to walk farther, but McKay held my arm tighter, and I followed.

We knelt beside the coffin, and I crossed myself as McKay did, but I kept my eyes closed.

McKay whispered, “Honey, just don’t look, is all.” But my eyelids wouldn’t listen to his words and I looked. It was just a boy, young and seeming more alive than anyone else in that chapel of death. He smiled. His eyes were closed and he smiled. I thought I saw his chest move.

“Maybe he’s alive,” I said to McKay.

“Not a chance,” whispered McKay. “He ain’t gonna get up and dance no more.”

I wanted to touch the boy in the casket. I wouldn’t have wanted to when he was alive, but now I wanted to reach out and touch him. His face. To touch him and see if he would move, could turn his smile into a laugh.

I was busy concentrating on the face, and McKay was staring straight ahead into the air. Neither of us heard someone come up behind us as we knelt.

“Murderer,” she cried, and lifted the veil from her face. “Do you know what he is?” the sister cried out to the room. “A gangster. A murderer.” The sister pounded a fist against her heart.

From the corner of my eye I could make out the row where the Property of the Pack were sitting. Not one of them moved. Only stares and the slow movement of their tears.

“You come and desecrate what’s holy,” said the sister. “You, you murderer, dare to kneel at my brother’s coffin. You dare to come here and bring some tramp with you to kneel before what’s holy. I know what you are,” she cried.

Now I found I could not unkneel, and as McKay stood I could not look up at him. I could only stare at the boy’s frozen smile. The curses of the sister fell like hailstones; I could no longer distinguish one word from another.

McKay stood. “I am here to honor him, not to curse him,” he said quietly to the sister of the dead boy I could not stop staring at, because he was so young. I could not believe he had ever been one of the Pack. I could not believe that he had ever worn the Pack’s emblem of the head of a wolf in colors of turquoise and gold upon his back. Or that he had laughed, had howled on that Night of the Wolf.

“Oh God, you’re making me sick,” cried the sister. “You being here in the same room is making me sick.”

“Death”—McKay spoke the word so low that I could barely hear—“is only a mystery.”

“There’s no fucking mystery to a knife in the ribs,” cried the sister. “And you can’t make it be, even if you want to.”

“I am here only to honor that which was your brother,” said McKay.

“Murderer,” said the sister, and threw herself at McKay. I moved closer to the coffin, edging toward the safety of the wood.

Kid Harris and his soldiers walked down the aisle. The room was alive with curses and wailing and the sound of heavy shoes on the wooden floor. Now the priest, whom I had not seen before, held the figure of an old woman in black so that she would not fall. McKay stared into the air as the sister of the dead Pack boy beat her fists against his chest and wailed the word “murderer” again and again so that I could not get her voice out of my ears. McKay did not move, did not protect himself from her fury, and I could do nothing to get him away to the safety of the Avenue, to the safety of some familiar place. I could not move.

“Leave it be. Leave it be, now,” Kid Harris said to the sister, holding her off from McKay. Untouched on the Night of the Wolf, McKay now bore a line of crimson on his right cheek, beneath his eye, a gash left by the fingernails of this woman, the sister.

Now I stood up. No one noticed me and I did not feel afraid. I walked to McKay and stood beside him, and waited for him to turn. But he did not; he continued to stare into the air. Then he said, “She can’t understand.” And Kid Harris laughed in that room of whispers.

“Get out,” he said to McKay. “You’ve done what you had to do. Now leave. I ain’t expecting to see you again until the night when the Orphans and the Pack meet again, and on the Pack’s terms.”

The priest approached, his black skirts rustling about him. “You are aggravating the family, son,” he whispered to McKay.

“That’s right,” said Kid Harris. “You are aggravating the family, you are aggravating everyone. So get out. Get the fuck out.”

“Sons,” the priest began to whisper once more, but McKay had already turned, Kid Harris was leading the sister to the row where the family sat, and the men around the coffin were lifting the wooden box, carrying the boy and the wood and the silence into the Avenue, where the black limousines waited.

“They can’t understand,” said McKay. I took his hand and we walked down the aisle. McKay hesitated, again staring at nothing; so I pulled at his hand to lead him away from the altar, the priest, the whispers.

“It wasn’t anything personal,” said McKay.

I laughed. “Everything is personal,” I said.

“No,” said McKay. “No. Death and honor are not personal.”

We passed the row of Pack Property and one of the girls, I did not see which, spat at the floor where I stood. I walked on, but now held my back straighter and walked closer to McKay.

When we stood once more in the street, McKay said, “They don’t know.” I believed that I did know the reason McKay attended the wake: not to gloat, and never for pity, only because he could not walk down the Avenue with the same step if he had not knelt before the coffin.

We walked toward the Chevy. “I could drive,” I said, knowing that those words would bring McKay back to me.

“Not a chance,” McKay said, and he smiled.

In the Chevy I sat close to McKay. I felt that if I let him get too far away, even for a minute, I would lose him. I wanted to get rid of the black dress, of the magic charm in my pocket, anything that might cast a spell.

“What’s dead is dead, and then it’s not,” said McKay.

“Get lost,” I said, and turned up the volume of the radio.

McKay kissed me. “That’s what I like to hear.” He smiled.

I could not smile; I was listening to McKay. What’s dead is dead. And what’s dead is not dead. At the altar, by the coffin, they could not see that McKay did know something. I listened to McKay now. For me, it was only love. But not for McKay. What he wanted was honor. And I was beginning to know that there simply was no such thing.
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We drove down the Avenue, away from death. Finally McKay stopped the Chevy across the street from a Texaco station.

“You may get to drive this car yet,” said McKay. “Can you drive a stick shift?”

Who but the Dolphin had ever been known to drive McKay’s Chevy? Not one other Orphan would McKay trust with the silver-studded mag wheels, with the custom-made wood-and-chrome steering wheel. Now he was asking if I knew how to drive. There was no one on the Avenue who would not jump at a chance to drive the Chevy. As McKay opened the Chevy door, I slid over to the driver’s seat and placed my fingers on the wood of the steering wheel.

“I’m leaving the engine running,” said McKay through the half-open window. “You just wait here and don’t touch anything. When you see me walking to you, you put the car in gear. When I open the passenger door, you step on the gas.” I nodded, and looked at the waiting speedometer. “I want you to know,” McKay continued, “that this is a nothing job. Don’t get any ideas that I’m gonna ever involve you in any jobs that are important. Don’t get any ideas just because you drive the Chevy once.”

So this was the job he mentioned to the Dolphin. The heist. Nothing big, nothing fancy; only a small heist to chase away some of the shadows cast by the Christian Brothers Funeral Home.

I watched McKay walk away to stand on the corner across from the station. With the engine straining and the radio playing softly, it was just another wait for McKay. The time passed with cigarettes and songs. Finally the gas station attendant went into the men’s room and then McKay was walking back to me. His easy pace had not altered, but McKay kept his hands in his pockets and his eyes on the cement. I wrenched the car into gear; reverse, wrong—back into first.

McKay threw open the passenger door. “Drive to the station,” he said.

I stepped on the gas and steered the Chevy into a quick U-turn without the use of the brake. I left rubber on the Avenue as I pulled the Chevy into the gas station driveway and alongside the row of gas pumps.

“Easy,” said McKay. I nodded as he jumped from the car.

I was not calm, but my excitement had nothing to do with the heist. Of this illegal act I had no fear. But the power of the Chevy’s engine had gotten to me. I felt I had never driven before.

McKay began quickly loading large boxes into the back seat of the Chevy. Then, in seconds, he had carried a large wooden barrel from the waiting room of the station. I was calm now. I admired McKay’s quick movements, and I smiled as I looked into my own dark eyes in the rearview mirror.

In minutes, McKay had completely looted the station. Just in time, for as McKay finished loading the Chevy and threw himself into the front seat, the station attendant opened the door of the men’s room and stood not a hundred yards away from us. My eyes focused not upon the station attendant’s face, but upon the name “Al” scrawled in gold across the breast pocket of his Texaco shirt.

“Hit it,” said McKay, and I floored the Chevy. In the rearview mirror I could see Al chasing us. McKay was holding the door open; he had not had time to close it fully. He turned and watched Al chasing us, then he grabbed my shoulder.

“Get down,” he said. For a few seconds I could not see, though I kept my foot on the gas, so that the pedal touched the floor.

We were already turning a corner when I heard a gun firing. I had no fear—it was too late for Al. The Texaco station had already been looted: we had the barrels, the boxes, the money was in McKay’s pockets, and the wind of the Avenue was whistling over the roof of our getaway car. McKay slammed his door shut and locked it. There was no catching us now.

“Get your foot off the gas,” said McKay. I didn’t listen to him. I wanted to drive the Chevy now that I had the chance. “You heard me,” said McKay. “Off.”

McKay moved next to me, grabbed the wheel, and turned it so sharply that we skidded to the curb. I had no choice; I stepped on the brake.

“Thanks,” said McKay. “Now I know the shocks are fucked.”

“This car,” I said. “How did you get this car so fast?”

“I know it, I know the shocks are totally fucked over.”

“This car can fly.”

“Yeah? Fly somebody else’s car. Didn’t anyone ever tell you to use the brake when you took a corner?”

He motioned me with a nod of his head, and I climbed over his knees so that he could take control of the Chevy. Although I lingered as I moved over McKay, he drew away from me, and took out the stolen bills and began to count.

“How much?” I said.

“What do you care?”

“My share,” I said. “How much?”

“Get off my case,” said McKay. “There is no your share.”

“Fifty-fifty,” I told him.

McKay paused in his addition, stopping the rustle of money.

“Eighty-twenty,” he said.

“I’ll take it,” I said.

My share came to not quite twenty-five dollars. McKay did not smile as he counted off the bills and placed them in my hand. But this was no joke, and I hadn’t expected a smile. And although the percentage was off in our partnership—it was still a partnership of sorts, even though I settled for less than I wanted.

We were silent. McKay didn’t like my driving and he didn’t like my bargaining. If I moved closer to him, he would only turn away. So I stayed in my corner of the front seat and said, “At least you can let me buy you a drink.” McKay nodded, and pulled the car back out into the traffic of the Avenue.

The Tin Angel Bar was Orphans’ territory. Never before had I ordered a beer or a whiskey at its polished counter. The color TV screen was tinted a bluish color by the smoke which lay heavy in the air and the jukebox sounded loudly.

“If you’re buying, partner,” said McKay, “I’ll have whiskey and water. A double, partner, since you is so wealthy.”

I ordered, and watched McKay walk past the barstools to a booth where Starry and Kind sat. If Starry neither trusted nor liked Kind, she certainly was an excellent politician, a terrific actress, for they talked and gestured and laughed, and greeted McKay with smiles. I followed McKay, holding the whiskey and a rum and Coke, feeling the cold of the glasses in my hands. I sat on the bench near Kind, across from McKay.

McKay held his arm around Starry’s shoulders. She covered her smile with her hand and nodded a greeting to me.

“Gotta get this damn tooth fixed,” Starry said.

“You’re still beautiful,” said McKay.

Kind’s painted eyes were cold as she watched them.

“You’re still full of crap,” said Starry.

“Now how can you say that to the man?” said Kind, and her eyes smiled at McKay.

Did I have to sit and listen to this? Did I really? I stood; the glasses rattled on the tabletop.

“Sit down,” said McKay.

I sat. McKay’s dark eyes were upon me, and I knew that although I had stood, there was nowhere I wanted to go.

“Hey,” Starry said to me, as I began to sip rum and Coke, “you know that Kid Harris will be after you for the trouble you caused him. You and me both.”

“What are you telling her that for?” said McKay. “You’re losing faith in the Orphans and you’re scaring my girl, all because you lost one fucking tooth? That ain’t like you, Starry.”

“Boy,” said Starry, “I could never lose faith in you or in the Orphans. I’m just stating the truth. And I ain’t worried none about scaring her.” Starry winked at me. “Seems to me,” she said to McKay, “that she don’t scare easy.” Starry nodded and raised her glass of tequila in my direction. “You don’t scare easy,” she said, and she smiled.

Kind had been tapping her long painted fingernails upon the tabletop; she was letting us know she was bored.

“McKay,” she said, wrapping a curl of fox-colored hair around her finger, “when you gonna give me another ride in that Chevy of yours?”

McKay smiled. Starry rolled her eyes, and I ignored them all and studied the ice that floated like a sinking ship within my glass.

“Because,” Kind continued, “I sure could use a ride right now.”

“I’ll bet you could,” said Starry.

“I gotta get to work now, don’t I?” said Kind. And she aimed her painted eyes at McKay.

“Go ahead,” I said to McKay as I watched the ice, “give her a ride.”

“That’s so sweet,” said Kind, “you giving him permission.”

“It won’t be long,” McKay said to me as he stood.

“Take your time,” I said.

“I will,” said McKay. He nodded to Kind. “You’re damn right. I’ll take my time.”

I stood to let Kind pass by. Then I sat down again and did not bother to watch them walk out the door.

“Told you,” said Starry. “I told you about her.”

“He’s only giving her a ride,” I said.

“If that’s what you want to call it.”

I didn’t want her pity, but I could stand another drink. I ordered one for myself and another tequila for Starry. She offered me a cigarette, and as we smoked and drank in silence I studied her thin face in the blue-tinted light of the bar. Her golden hoop earrings made soft sounds as she moved her head in time to the jukebox music. I could see by the shaking of her hands that although it was not yet dark, this was certainly not just her second drink.

We were silent for some time. Starry kept her attention on the doorway of the Tin Angel. Whoever she was waiting for didn’t enter the bar. Finally she said, “Can I trust you?”

“If you want.”

“But can I trust you not to talk to McKay?”

“Now, does it look like I’m gonna be talking to McKay soon again?”

“You will,” said Starry, and she held the glass of tequila so tightly it seemed impossible that the glass would not break. “He screws Kind, that’s all. You can’t expect him to drop her all of a sudden, can you?”

I certainly could.

“McKay screws everyone,” Starry said softly.

Again we were silent; again Starry watched the door.

“Some things,” she continued, “I’d rather McKay not know. Some things I don’t want the Orphans or the Property to know. Of course the Dolphin, well, now he’s something else again. The Dolphin knows everything. You can’t hide nothing from the Dolphin. But you,” Starry said, “until you prove me wrong, I’m gonna trust you.”

“All right,” I said. “All right, then, trust me.”

“I need money.”

That was the secret? “Who doesn’t?” I said.

“But I need it now.” Starry leaned forward across the barroom table and her voice was low and hoarse. “I need it now because the fucker didn’t show. I need it now because the goddamn john didn’t show, because he probably saw McKay’s Chevy parked in front of the Angel, and some of them get scared away when they find out I’m with the Orphans.”

I stared at Starry.

“I said the fucker didn’t show and I need the money now,” she whispered.

“All right,” I said. “All right, just shut up, because I don’t want to know, do you hear?”

I reached into my pocket for the money McKay had given me and handed her a ten. “Is this enough?” I said. “Because otherwise McKay will wonder where the money’s gone.” Starry nodded. “Take it,” I said, “but don’t tell me anything.”

“If you don’t want to know,” said Starry, “I can’t blame you. To tell you the truth,” she placed the money in her shirt pocket, “I don’t want to know either. Most of the time I pretend I don’t. Except when I need money, then I can’t help but know.”

“What you do is your business,” I said. Now that she had the money, I wanted Starry to leave so that I could be alone and not have to listen to her talk on.

“Just tell me,” said Starry. “Why are you giving me the money?”

“Maybe I want you to owe me. Maybe I want to have something on you.”

“Bullshit. If you wanted me to owe you, you’d want to know everything about me.”

“I want you on my side,” I said, and it was true. I now had a side, and I wanted Starry on it.

“Against Kind.”

“And against the Dolphin,” I said.

“No good,” Starry said. “Against Kind, but not against the Dolphin. The Dolphin knows all.” Starry gulped the last of her drink and with the ten dollars in her shirt pocket her hands were now steadier.

“I don’t care,” I said. I thought of the tattoos that gleamed in the night, of the refusal of his eye to meet mine, of his mysterious hold on McKay. “I’m against him,” I said.

“Good luck but count me out.”

“Sure,” I said.

“I’m on your side,” said Starry. “And I’ll give you some advice. Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t become one of the Property,” Starry whispered.

“I won’t,” I told her. “I never intended to be Property.”

“And don’t fall in love with McKay.”

I was silent.

“You already are,” she whispered across that blue barroom table.

“I already am,” I said.

“Then you’re already one of the Property,” said Starry.

“No,” I said.

Starry stood and edged her way out of the booth. “About the Dolphin,” she said, “if you want to know why I can’t go against him, just think who I might be going to meet with this ten dollars in my hand.” She smiled a very soft smile, and I thought I had never seen her look younger.

“It will be a long time,” I said, as Starry began to walk away, “before you see the words ‘Property Of’ on my back.”

I sat alone in the booth now, in the last booth of that bar.

“Girl,” Starry said to me as she threw her leather jacket around her, “the words are already written there.”

The door of the Tin Angel slammed behind her and I was alone, without McKay, without Starry. I could think of nothing to do but order another drink. Then I left the table to place some dimes in the jukebox. I stood before the lights, the colors, the rows of printed song titles, and I watched the arm rise and then fall on the black discs. I watched the colors and thought: it is not so very despicable to belong.

Oh, yes, yes, I know: cities have been pillaged, countries ruined. Yes, I know the position of Property is always on its back. But still, it is not so very despicable to belong. I admit belonging, being owned is always sad. You think that is a peculiar word to apply to tragedy? You think “sad” is an inadequate word for a historical force? But I do not speak of the property of capitalism, the historical sort that is discussed at the cocktail parties of the world. The Property I speak of is the self. The self that does not belong, is not owned by itself but by others. By another.

This Property is the self which is sold because its position is on its back, because it is starving, dying of thirst, it is suffering the torments of plague, civil war, and sadness. And when the self is dying of thirst, it is not unusual for a canteen to be accepted in trade. Particularly when what is sold has never belonged to itself.

So Starry wears an emblem on her back which states that she is owned, she belongs, she is Property. And then she sells what really is no longer hers—her self. And did you want a revolution from the Property of the Orphans? Property cannot even speak to Property. A revolution when the enemy is each other, themselves, herself? Sharp eyes staring knives into even colder eyes; arms draped over the shoulders of owners. The hiss when the word “sister” is spoken. A revolution when the enemy is unknown?

Everyone agrees, of course, that it is best to belong to oneself. When this is not possible, when there is no water, when there is only hiking through the desert with small particles of sand clinging to the desert garments, there is not much choice but to sell the self in the hope that the canteen will be passed and water will finally touch the lips and the throat. Also the tongue.

There is nothing disgusting or immoral about this transaction; there is nothing despicable in selling the self under these desert conditions. There are no political or economic references I wish to make at this point. I was not Property, I was not one of them. I could not find fault with the bargaining for tequila and survival. I had nothing to do with them, or with the effects of selling the self; that action which seems to cause temporary blindness and permanent sadness, and which seems to break the heart.

The door of the Angel had slammed behind her, and the words were on her back. I could not remember what buttons I’d pushed, what songs I’d selected on the jukebox. And it really didn’t matter; I only needed a lyric, some tune, any melody to force Starry and the Property from my mind. Starry’s words—lies or truth; I did not want to know. I didn’t want to know why she met the Dolphin tonight with ten dollars, my ten dollars, ready in her hand. And I realized, standing there before the jukebox, that I did not even know what McKay had stolen from the gas station, what rattled in the barrels, what was stored in the stolen boxes, where he was with Kind right now, why I cared. I did not need to, I did not want to know.

I erased every doubt and each suspicion with music and the thought of making love with McKay. I erased the words “Property Of.”

Not me. No—not me.

I left the Tin Angel and began to walk down the Avenue. I heard McKay’s Chevy pull up alongside me before I saw it.

“Get in,” he said, and maybe I didn’t hear him, because I kept on walking.

“Get in,” said McKay, and maybe I heard him, because I opened the door of the Chevy, and sat. We drove without words past the City Line, past St. Anne’s, we drove until McKay parked the Chevy in the asphalt parking lot of an auto repair shop.

McKay carried the stolen boxes inside. Then he opened the passenger door, and I followed him through the deserted shop and up one flight of stairs.

“My place,” McKay said, and he opened the wooden door.

I looked around at the small kitchen, the bed, the color TV and the stereo system, the small wooden table, and the engine that lay upon newspapers in the center of the floor.

“This place was Cantinni’s,” he said. “Ah, it’s sort of a mess, see, Cantinni didn’t exactly keep the place spotless.”

“That was four years ago,” I said.

McKay shrugged. “Time flies,” he said.

I walked to the bed. A mattress, some pillows, a quilt. And I wondered if Kind had slept in this bed. How many others had loved McKay on this mattress? What was it Cantinni and Wanda had whispered, what words had they spoken, and did they sleep here, together, on this bed, and did they sleep here, together, on the evening before Cantinni’s Corvette went into a curve it never came out of?

“This could use some sheets,” I said.

And Starry. Had Starry ever slept here? Probably. Perhaps there was nothing between Starry and McKay, but she had probably slept here. I realized that I didn’t mind the thought of Starry and McKay together on this bed. Not because I knew now, whether I wanted to or not, how many men Starry had been with, or that a bed, a mattress, could mean as little as ten dollars to her—but because I knew that for Starry sex with McKay would be like making love to all of the Orphans at one time. I might have been jealous of whispers to one man, but not to several.

“Don’t get no ideas about Kind,” said McKay. “She’s nothing to me, you know.”

I didn’t know, but it did not seem to matter anymore.

“How can you sleep on a bed without sheets?” I said.

“Buy some,” said McKay.

“It’s not my apartment,” I said. Not that I had any other. Once I had come onto the Avenue there was no other home, only a house, an apartment where family had become strangers once strangers had become family. Only faces watching boot heels walk away toward the Avenue. Duties that would never be met, photograph albums covered with dust and websand unopened. Strangers.

“Don’t you know?” said McKay, as he sat on the edge of the mattress. “Don’t you know yet?” He held me and nothing else seemed to matter, not even Kind. “That you ain’t going nowhere?”

It was true. I had no appointments, no promises to keep. I had already been gone for a long time; first my eyes staring out of the window, then my feet, always walking away. I had lived on the Avenue even before I knew its streets.

“You ain’t going nowhere,” he said again.

McKay and I made love on that bed without sheets. I ignored the indentations upon the mattress left by other thighs, other hips and breasts. I ignored them all in that bed with McKay. In the morning, after McKay had left the apartment to pick up my suitcase, and then after he had reheated the coffee and left once more to meet the Orphans, I lay in that bed, the quilt wrapped around me. I drank coffee and I traced the line of my hip upon the soft mattress fabric. I closed my eyes, so that I could not see, and I traced the line the mattress had left upon my skin. I kept my eyes closed for a while, I drank the coffee before it was cold. And then I went shopping for sheets.
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Through the plate glass of Monty’s candy store I could see Gina sweeping candy wrappers off the floor. Irene sat at the far end of the counter, sipping a soda and playing a hand of rummy with Monty. I stood outside, in the cold, and carried my package close to me. I did not want Irene or Gina to smile at my purchase; I did not want Monty to wink or shake his head as he saw the sheets I carried. When I had tired of holding the brown paper package tight against my chest, when I had tired of standing and peering through the glass of the window, I began to walk back down the Avenue toward McKay’s place.

In the darkening apartment I unpacked my suitcase and placed my clothes on hangers in the closet. When I turned on the color TV I saw that the serial number had been filed off. I rearranged my clothes and found a shelf in the bathroom for my make-up. I stored the empty suitcase under the bed. As it grew darker still, I closed the venetian blinds, dusted them, and switched on the stereo. Then I took a shower, changed my clothes, and watched the clock.

When McKay walked through the door it appeared that I was watching TV, listening to the radio, and reading Sports Illustrated. Actually, I was doing none of the above; I was merely waiting for McKay.

“Where the fuck have you been?” I said.

He didn’t answer. He threw his leather jacket on the bed, took a can of Budweiser from the refrigerator, and sat down in front of the TV.

“Did you hear me?” I said.

“I’m ignoring you,” said McKay.

“Go to hell,” I said. I switched off the stereo, then stood before the TV, directly in McKay’s line of vision, and then shut the life from the screen.

“You see, girl,” said McKay, “if I don’t ignore you after waiting for the Dolphin to show for two hours, if I don’t ignore you now, you’ll be regretting it.”

“I thought you’d be back before this, that’s all,” I said.

“Well, I wasn’t,” he drawled. He drank from the can of beer.

“I wanted to go out somewhere,” I said.

“I gotta wait for the Dolphin.”

“Leave a message for him at Monty’s.”

“I have no money.”

“You just had more than a hundred dollars.”

“I mean, I have no money to go out.”

Now McKay was silent, and I began rearranging the clothes in the closet as McKay stared at the blank TV screen. I smoked a cigarette and looked at the clock. McKay rose to get another beer, and as he passed the bed he accidentally knocked the brown paper bag off the mattress.

“What’s this?” McKay said. I was silent as he leaned over to retrieve the package and then as he opened the bag and took from it the two sheets and pillowcases I had bought.

McKay walked to me as I sat in a wooden chair, looking out the window and smoking a cigarette.

“It’s crazy to fight like this,” he said. “It’s too soon to fight.” He held the sheets in his hand, and I nodded, though I did not face him.

“Blue,” McKay said. “I like blue. How’d you know that? How’d you know I liked blue?”

I turned to him, and McKay knelt so that his head was level with mine. I touched his dark hair and then whispered as I felt his arms around me. “Only a few hours,” I said. “I don’t expect you to see me if you don’t want to. But tonight,” I whispered, “can’t we go out? I’ll stay and watch TV every other night. But not tonight.”

It was more than wanting to go out with McKay. It was wanting to keep him away from the Dolphin.

“Yes,” said McKay. “Yes,” he whispered.

McKay telephoned Monty’s and left a message for the Dolphin with Gina. He said that he could be found at the Moonglow Drive-In.

“Why did you tell her where we would be?” I said.

“Hey, I been compromising,” said McKay. “What do you want, blood? When I got business, I got business. I told you that; don’t expect anything else.”

So I followed McKay. Though I had seen the film at the Moonglow twice before, I followed McKay. He drove down the Avenue, he paid for us both, and with the cans of soda and beer rattling on the floor of the car, we parked in the last row of the almost-empty lot.

McKay attached the speaker to the car window and I sat close to him. After the titles had shown across the screen and the film had begun, he turned away from my embrace and opened the Chevy door. Cold air fell upon us like a knife as McKay leaned his head out close to the frozen asphalt of the lot. He began to vomit.

I ignored him. I pretended McKay had not opened the door of the Chevy, but he continued to make those retching noises as Peter Fonda spoke sweet love to Nancy Sinatra.

“McKay,” I said. “What did you tell me about being sick in this car?”

He stared at me with dark eyes. “You wanted to go out, well, now you’re out.” He whipped on his pink motorcycle goggles and opened one of the sodas. But sodas could not help now. I could see he was going to be sick again.

“Go to the men’s room,” I said. I lit a cigarette and tried to pay attention to Nancy as she pleaded with Fonda not to ride off again to terrorize towns and villages up and down the California freeway. I had heard her speak these words twice before and so I could not concentrate when it seemed I knew the dialogue better than Nancy did. The cigarette lighter of the Chevy smoked with old marijuana and popped with seeds.

McKay threw the car door open and leaned out into the cold once more. His body heaved, and then the noises in his throat quieted and his shoulders stopped their shaking.

“At last,” I said, and I blew a stream of smoke between us. I had no pity.

“What you want?” said McKay.

“Honey, I want you,” I said.

“You got me,” said McKay.

“You’d rather be with the Dolphin,” I said.

“Enough.”

“Why don’t you let me talk?” I said.

“Talk,” said McKay.

We were silent.

“You never let me talk,” I said.

“Christ,” said McKay, “you and your fucking attitudes.”

“I only want you to hold me,” I said. I did not say I want you to forget about the Dolphin, the Orphans, and think only of me.

McKay grabbed my arm. “Am I holding you now?” he said.

“Shut up,” I said. “I hate men,” I told him.

McKay turned from me to study the blue of the GTO parked next to us.

“Why don’t we forget this movie and go find the Dolphin,” I said. “What’s an evening without him?”

“I’ve had enough of your talk, and I’m sick of your attitudes,” said McKay. He turned the key in the starter, he wrenched the car into gear, he forgot the speaker in the window.

“You forgot something,” I said calmly. He turned the wheel sharply and the Chevy hit the speaker’s metal pole. The pole sprang into the blue GTO. The speaker hung in the window no longer attached to its pole. We curled our lips and muttered to each other. Nancy spoke silently on the screen before us.

He pulled the car back into the parking space; and there was a knock at the window. McKay rolled the glass down, the speaker crashed onto the asphalt of the lot, I stared at the center of a headless orange jacket.

“Hey, man, you hit my car.”

“Yeah.”

“I mean, man, you hit my car!”

McKay lazily leaned his head out the window and gave a slow whistle. “You’re right,” he said. “Tell you what, I’m gonna try not to do it again. Now I can’t promise anything, but I’m gonna try to see it don’t happen a second time.” Here was my man. I moved closer to him, placed my arm around his shoulders. We stared out the window together. The orange jacket disappeared, the GTO disappeared. I moved back to my side of the car. “Look,” McKay told me, “I don’t want no hassles. But if there’s a scratch on this car, I’m gonna kill you.”

“McKay,” I said, “I’ve seen this movie before. Twice before. I’m here because I wanted to be alone with you. Without the Dolphin. To be together. Alone.” He was silent. “Together,” I said.

“Honey, what you want?” said McKay.

“Take me home,” I said.

He started the car, he stepped on the gas. The Chevy roared through the movie parking lot, its chrome shone moonlight, the speaker was left on the cement. We sped down the Avenue, we left rubber in the driveway of a White Castle, we came to a stop in the alleyway where no neon could reach. The short-order cook, who was ready to leave the grill at any hope of a fight, stood in the alley waiting for action. Instead he got us. He stared at the Chevy’s headlights. McKay switched them off and glared at the cook. The cook, knowing McKay’s name, knowing the Orphans’ reputation, pulled his white hat farther down over his head and slunk back into the kitchen door of the Castle.

“You know,” said McKay. “You know what I’m doing.”

“I know what you’re doing.”

We were silent.

“What the hell are you doing?” I said.

“Get in the back seat,” McKay answered.

I climbed into the back as McKay opened the Chevy door. Snow was in the midnight. McKay was beside me once more. Outside in the parking lot waitresses answered the calls of bright headlights with hamburgers wrapped in plastic-coated paper. Several Orphans loitered in the warmth of the Castle drinking coffee, talking and combing their hair.

“Girl,” McKay said to me, “we got to talk. I can’t lie to you.”

A tap at our window and through the fog I could see the Dolphin standing there.

“Don’t turn around,” I said to McKay. “Stay with me,” I said. McKay turned to the glass and saw the colors of the Dolphin’s arms, the tattoos shimmering at the wrist and throat. McKay rolled down the window. “Why?” I said and the word was lost in cold air.

“My man,” the Dolphin said, and I stared blackly at him as he leaned his head into McKay’s window. I did not have to ask how the Dolphin had found us. Starry had said “The Dolphin knows all,” and I knew there was no escape from him.

“I could be holding in less than a half hour if I could get a ride into the city,” the Dolphin said.

Manhattan once more. The Dolphin’s hold on McKay once more. “Then get one,” I said.

The Dolphin didn’t turn his sunglassed eyes my way. “Shut up,” he said and continued staring at McKay.

“I’d like something to drink,” I said.

“You’re not holding now? You hung me up today and now you don’t even have any shit? Don’t you know I’m carrying my last hit?” McKay whispered to the Dolphin. And the red of a crown lapped at the Dolphin’s knuckles, the tail of a peacock wisped at his throat.

“I’d like to be alone with you,” I said to McKay. We held our territories in the back seat and watched the Dolphin stick his arm inside the Chevy and turn its wheel with his smallest finger.

“Dolphin,” I said, “why don’t you leave us alone.”

The Dolphin ignored my words. “Leave McKay alone,” I said. I moved deeper into my corner of the Chevy, as far away from the Dolphin as I could.

“If she’s so stupid,” the Dolphin said, his black-gloved hand turning the car wheel slowly, the blue denim jacket sleeve framing the paintings on his hand. “If she’s so stupid that she don’t know what’s happening, she don’t deserve to know.”

“Give me a few minutes,” McKay whispered to the Dolphin.

“You’ve had enough time,” the Dolphin said.

McKay nodded. “Give me a minute.”

“Tell her, man,” the Dolphin said and he turned his face to me. Did our eyes meet through his dark glasses? I could not tell, for the Dolphin had turned his head to McKay and he nodded. “Later.” The Dolphin walked slowly away from the Chevy and the window of the car was left open.

“You don’t owe me anything. You don’t have to tell me anything,” I lied.

McKay reached out his hand to me. “I can’t stop,” he said. “I have to give him the ride.”

I answered “Go” with eyes that Nancy Sinatra would never have given to Peter Fonda.

“It’s not the Dolphin,” said McKay. “He’s the one who does me favors. He’s going uptown for me.”

Favors like the favors the Dolphin must do for Starry when she held ten dollars in her hand. Tonight’s sodas and sickness. “Why do you have to go?” I said.

“What do you want from me?” He lit a cigarette and my boot crushed an ancient beer can. I reached over McKay and into the front seat to switch on the headlights and call the eye of a waitress. “Goddamn,” McKay said as he also jumped forward to turn off the glare, the call. I slid back to my side of the back seat. As he half stood, half crouched with one leg thrown over the front seat, I told McKay I wanted a soda, a pizza, a song, a cigarette, anything so that McKay would not have to tell me. Outside the Dolphin’s stare was in our direction and I could see his heel pound the asphalt.

McKay tore off his leather jacket, the jacket I thought he would never remove, never forget. He shoved it onto the floor and slammed his body into the back seat. He sat in T-shirt and goggles. “Why can’t you ever shut up?” he said. I only knew that I couldn’t. I did not want to ask the questions, but my words took control and I had no choice. Now that I had the right to scribble McKay’s name on endless matchbook covers, on endless pages of yellow paper, now that I had his name, I found I could not do as he asked. He wanted a wordless drive into Manhattan with the Dolphin, and me waiting in the White Castle or on a stool at Monty’s counter. But I could not, I would not be silent.

“Open the door, McKay,” I said, “but I won’t leave unless we talk. You owe me nothing, you don’t belong to me, I know. But I won’t leave.”

He fumbled at his waist, undid the gold belt buckle. “Why not wait until we’re alone without the Dolphin waiting?” I said. He tied the belt around his arm—too late for me to jump out the window in silence, too late for me to stop wanting to know.

“McKay,” I said. A Buick full of girls cruised by us, their heads turned, necks craned to see McKay’s car. Waitresses answered light calls and the Orphans waited in the winter night. “Say something to me,” I whispered.

I kicked the car seat with my heel, I stepped on black leather crumpled on the floor. McKay reached under the car seat and pulled out a pale envelope and left it on the seat, close to my touch. He pulled the belt tight as iron around his arm, the veins pale sea-blue. Our eyes. I looked into the eyes and they were mine, black and fire. McKay held the tail of the belt out to me to grasp in silence, and through the Chevy’s open window cold night air blew through me like white horses.
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Time flies; it also walks, crawls, occasionally it does the stroll. Like mood, time is made of air. Like mood, time firms and then disappears. So very quick; so very slow. Birth, death, revelation, orgasm, accident, trauma, the intake of one breath. Would you have sentences to try to replace hours, moons, menstrual periods, sleepless nights? Time is of air, and has little to do with words and minutes.

Some things seem to change. Jose applied for the New York City Police Department. Failing to meet height requirements, he bought a pair of Frye boots, was accepted into the training program, and was welcomed by McKay as a cop in the pocket. Starry was seen less and less on the Avenue—although some of the Orphans claimed to have sighted her in several unknown cars; she moved from Toyotas to Cadillacs with ease—and was now the Number One Property in name only. The weather grew warmer; soon it was July, and the weather was hot.

And some things seem not to change. The Dolphin never called me by name, never looked into my eye, or entered McKay’s apartment when I was present. In time I forgot him, and remembered the colors of his tattoos only in certain dreams at night. I could not, could never sleep at night until I heard McKay’s key turn in the lock, until I felt him close beside me. Each time he was away from me I feared I would lose him, and so during the nights I held McKay and waited until I heard his breathing deepen. Only then could I finally close my eyes and sleep. And the same conversation between us, over and over again, recurring like clockwork. From the first time I found him on the tile floor of the bathroom, fallen from his seat on the rim of the bathtub with the belt still around his arm and the spoon and the needle resting near him on the tile, we spoke the same words.

“Again?” I would say.

“Don’t give me jive,” he would answer.

“Go ahead, kill yourself,” I would advise.

“I’m cool, darling,” he would say. “If I even think I’m hooked, I’m gonna quit it. Trust me, darling,” he would whisper.

“Again?” I would say.

The heat seemed to burn away the repetition of our dialogue. The eyes that could never be perceived by any sequential time were so dark they could melt the second hand off any clock. Time passed; it was easily erased with the blink of one eye. It was July, and the weather was hotter. The Chevy was fixed up for racing and we moved into summer.

When McKay mailed the twenty-five-dollar application fee to the track out on the Island, I planned to use the race as an excuse to get away from the Avenue for a weekend. I walked down the Avenue carrying a bag of groceries, and I noticed that any plant, any weed, that might have grown between the cracks of the sidewalk had begun to wilt. For weeks the radio had promised that the heat wave would end, but we all knew this was not true. The radio itself admitted the lie with its tired voice, with percents, ratios, and the promise of a cold front.

New York was dying of the heat; and I planned to get us away from it all.

“Darling,” said McKay as I walked into the apartment with a brown grocery bag full of sodas and beer, “the people gonna meet us at the track.”

I did not want “the people,” the Orphans, to follow McKay as always. I placed the bag on the wooden table. I unhooked a soda from its plastic harness and ran the cold can along my neck. The windows were open, and soot covered the windowsills. McKay sat in a chair by the window watching me, cloaked in black leather even in the heat of July. I tossed the metal ring of the soda can on the table. “Fuck you,” I said.

McKay smiled. I removed my July-damp clothes and wrapped a thin bathrobe around myself. McKay stared lazily as I undressed. “What do you want?” said McKay.

Did that matter? What I wanted was McKay, but even when he was with me, he wasn’t with me. The only time I did not fear McKay leaving me was while he slept, and even then I stole touches and glances to ward off heart attacks and comas. Even then there were dreams.

McKay smiled. “The Orphans cannot live without me. How can I deprive them of the right to see the Chevy beat out every other car on the track?”

“Do what you want,” I said, and I began to pack a small suitcase.

“Do what I want,” said McKay. “I have obligations,” he said, and he pointed to a six-pack of beer. I threw a can of Budweiser across the room and McKay nodded. “What service,” he sneered.

He drank the beer, watching me for a while. Then he walked into the toilet, locking the door behind him. Whenever the lock of the bathroom door was turned I ceased to think, I ceased to feel, I stared into air and tried not to count seconds. I lived again only when I heard the doorknob move, only when McKay walked out of the locked room with his eyes heavy and quiet and dark.

McKay sat again in the chair and his head nodded on his shoulder. When I clicked the suitcase shut and threw it on the wooden floor he turned to stare at me.

“And another thing,” he said and his words were slurred and easy. I walked into the bathroom to run the shower. McKay’s works, the needle and the envelope, still lay on the porcelain of the toothbrush holder. “I’m talking to you,” called McKay. “And I’m saying that you’re spending too much time with Starry. Hear me now? I want you to quit that.”

Although I had never told McKay what I knew about Starry—the stories of where she went in those shiny Cadillacs, or how much heroin she was using daily—she was not fooling McKay. Maybe some of the other Orphans, but not McKay. He knew the look, the whisper, the nod. I shut the door of the bathroom; the mirror began to cloud, steam rose, and I threw my bathrobe onto the floor. McKay opened the door. He stood in the doorway in leather and steam.

“I know what she is,” said McKay.

“What is she?” I said. I thought of nights alone without Starry to call on the telephone while I waited for the hours to pass, while I waited for McKay, who was out on the Avenue with the Orphans, with the Dolphin.

“A whore,” said McKay. “And I don’t want you with no whore.”

“Those are nice words,” I said, “about the Number One Property of your people.”

“Not for long,” said McKay. “She won’t be Number One for much longer.”

Her knuckles turning white as she grasped the bottle of tequila on the Night of the Wolf; as she waited for the Orphans’ return. Starry belonged to the Orphans. And did McKay want me alone now, without even Starry’s voice? Sitting alone with my fear of needles; alone in the darkened apartment with no number in my telephone book?

McKay closed the door of the bathroom. “I know she’s a junkie,” he said.

“You should talk,” I said, and although the room was small and closed, and filled with steam, my skin felt unusually cold.

“Don’t say that,” he said quietly.

“All right,” I whispered.

“Don’t say that,” he said, and McKay opened the door and grabbed the suitcase from the floor.

I shut off the shower, threw on some clothes, and tried to catch up to him as he walked down the stairs and out to the street where the Chevy waited. I ran.

“All right,” I said.

McKay walked by the greeting of the auto repair shop mechanic, whom he regularly supplied with stolen goods, and slid into the Chevy. He started the engine. There was no doubt McKay would leave without me, so I opened the door, and we sat silently as the engine droned and the summer heat surrounded us.

“Maybe I get high sometimes,” McKay said. “There’s a difference between that and Starry dragging the Orphans’ name in the dirt. There’s a difference between getting high and fucking for a fix.”

McKay steered the Chevy toward the highway which would lead to the end of the Island and to the track. “I won’t see her as much,” I said.

“You won’t see her at all,” said McKay.

It was not such an unreasonable demand. I had not seen Starry as much as McKay imagined. She was not often on the Avenue anymore. And although Starry never was absent from an official meeting of the Property, her time was spent in the city, hassling, hustling, searching for money and then spending it on packages of white powder. Lately we had not seen each other at all, but it was true, our voices met nightly through the telephone wires.

“Whatever you say,” I told him, and McKay gave me his nod, and his smile once more.

Miles later McKay registered the Chevy. As he spoke with other drivers and mechanics, and they admired the sheen of the car, I sat in the empty stadium in the heat of late afternoon. Although the track was not far from the ocean, no wind rose, and the sawdust that coated the earth of the track was still. I watched McKay with the eyes of a stranger: the dark eyes, the easy walk, the motorcycle goggles, the leather, and the smile. It was still McKay. He was McKay, all right.

The other Orphans began to arrive; with leather and laughter they encircled the Chevy. Martin the Marine leaned over the Chevy’s open hood, as. Danny the Sweet danced before the Chevy’s engine and waved to me. I only nodded in response, for Danny was another McKay couldn’t tolerate. Yes, McKay allowed the Sweet to make runs into the city and pick up envelopes from Flash’s apartment, but he hated the Sweet’s never-ending smile. And so lately Danny the Sweet and I only nodded to each other as we passed on the Avenue. And although he continued to smile at me, the Sweet had stopped his offers of candy bars and advice.

Jose had officially joined the Department, but still he could not miss a race of McKay’s. I watched McKay and the “cop in his pocket” stand apart from the other Orphans, and Jose smiled and nodded and drew circles in the sawdust with his boot heel as McKay talked.

Irene had brought her Viet Nam veteran boyfriend to the track. He held his arm around her as her laughter rose into the air. I smiled. Could the boyfriend, with his short, combed-back hair, have known while he sat with his pencil in some rice paddy how many of the Property had smiled at his misspelled words, how many times his line “I can’t wait to get back to the States to fuck you” had been referred to? The boyfriend smiled as he was introduced to the leather and the looks of the Orphans in the diminishing sunlight of the afternoon. No, he did not know.

T.J. and Gina stood together. They had become more of a couple than any other Orphan and Property. T.J. held a silver-headed cane, a present from McKay, and occasionally leaned on Gina’s arm for support. His wound from the Night of the Wolf had made walking difficult, and more and more he needed Gina—so much so that she had quit her job at Monty’s in order to be with T.J. as much as possible. Officially, T.J. and Gina were of the Orphans, but they stood together now. T.J. was no longer an asset to the Orphans, although he remained a sort of mascot, with his silver cane and his black eye patch and his legendary wounds.

The Dolphin had not appeared at the track, but then the Dolphin rarely appeared at social gatherings. Tosh and Leona stood sullenly among the Orphans and with them were Kind and Starry. I was never glad to see Kind, to see her painted eye on McKay, on the letters of his jacket, but I had learned to ignore her smiles and her eyes. It was Starry, not Kind, I did not want to see at the track. I did not want to see Starry this far away from the city limits, for she had told me, laughingly, in the safety of the Tin Angel, that each time she left New York, each time she crossed the line, her nose began to run, her body ache, even if she carried a week’s supply of heroin sewn into the lining of her jacket. She could not leave the city.

McKay left the Orphans gathered around the Chevy to come sit with me in the bleachers. He took my hand. “Darling, I know,” he said.

I stared into the air. “What do you know?” I turned to McKay and saw that he did not smile at my words. “Darling,” I said, and I held my arm around McKay, took the hand which held mine and placed his fingers to my lips. “You know,” I whispered.

“At least the Dolphin ain’t here,” said McKay. “That should make you smile.”

I responded to that.

“Ah, I see it does. Well, it won’t make Starry smile. She would never have left the city if she knew the Dolphin wouldn’t be here.”

“You lied?” I said.

McKay gave me his darkest eye.

“You implied,” I said.

“I won’t have talk all along the Avenue about the Number One Property. The Orphans can’t have so little honor as that.”

I saw Kind’s eye on us. “You can always draft Kind,” I said.

“An idea,” said McKay, laughing, and he left me so that he could return once more to the Chevy. I followed, for Starry motioned to me with a wave of her hand.

The crowds began to stream through the turnstiles, and the Orphans claimed front-row seats. Starry waited behind the Orphans for me to reach her.

“I’m hurting,” Starry said. “I never thought McKay would be this far out of the city without the Dolphin to cop from. He’s going to be hurting, too, McKay is. Or does he have some shit?” Starry pressed her fingers into my arm, and she held me back from joining the Orphans, who passed a reefer from one hand to the next. “Does he have some?” Starry whispered. “Can you get me something to get high with?”

“Starry,” I said. “McKay is not a goddamn addict. He just gets high sometimes. He doesn’t need it, he doesn’t have to bring dope with him.”

“Bullshit,” Starry said. “You don’t know.”

“I do,” I said. “What’s more, McKay knows about you. He knows how much dope you been using.”

“That’s why he didn’t say a word about the Dolphin not being here. He wants me to admit it. He wants to force me to resign from the Orphans.” Starry bit her lip. “That fucker,” she said. “McKay will screw every one of us with his honor.”

“He won’t force you to resign,” I said.

“That wouldn’t be honorable,” she sneered.

I reached out to touch Starry’s shoulder, but she shrugged me off. We sat with the Orphans and as Danny the Sweet passed a joint to me I watched Starry’s shoulders shudder slightly. Her pale hands shook as I passed her the reefer.

“Long time no see,” said the Sweet as McKay’s Chevy forced a Ford to jump the track and smash into the wire meshing that protected the stands.

“A long time,” I agreed, but I could not look at the Sweet as I answered him. He placed his hand on my knee.

“It’s all right,” said the Sweet. “It’s cool,” he said. “Hey, you think I feel ignored? Hey, you think I’m insulted? It’s cool, I tell you.”

“It’s cool?” I smiled at him.

Danny kissed me very lightly; his breath was sweet as sugared cough syrup. “You know it is,” he said. I sat between Starry and Danny the Sweet, and we watched McKay win.

After the races, when the moon was high, and the air cool and salty, the Orphans gathered around a campfire on the shoreline. With the prize money in his pocket and the speed of the Chevy common knowledge, McKay smiled into the air. I stayed close to McKay, and used words which made him promise that we would not spend the night in a sleeping bag, on the sand, surrounded by Orphans. He was a winner; the least he could afford was a motel room and a few hours. We sat close together in the sand and whispered. Then I saw Starry’s face, the strained whiteness against the night. I nodded to McKay, and he motioned Starry to join us.

“Glad to see you could make it to the race,” McKay said as he sipped from a can of beer. The dark fire of his eyes settled on Starry’s profile. “You know it wouldn’t look good if the Number One Property wasn’t around for my victory.”

“Fuck your victory,” said Starry.

McKay lit a cigarette and was silent.

“McKay,” Starry said, “don’t ask me to do this.”

“Honey,” he said, “you asked for it. And I have no choice but to protect the Orphans’ name.”

“From what? What are you protecting? McKay, don’t ask me to give up what I have. Don’t ask me to give it all up.”

If McKay took the Orphans away from Starry she would belong to no one. If he took away the letters on the jacket she would belong to no one. Only the city, the needle; no one else.

“Let it wait until tomorrow,” I whispered to Starry.

“She can’t wait,” said McKay. “Don’t you see she can’t wait?”

“I know you’re using,” said Starry. She hesitated. “I need it now,” she said. “I need it right now.”

McKay was silent.

“All right,” she whispered. “Fix me and I’ll go. Fix me and I’ll go back to the city.”

McKay was ready. He stood up and his shadow covered us. The sound of the Orphans rose around us, for Irene had announced her engagement to the Viet Nam boyfriend, and great hoots of laughter and cheers greeted her words.

“I want you to know it’s not the dope,” McKay said to Starry. “It’s honor that’s at stake.”

Starry shook her head. “McKay,” I whispered. When he spoke of honor I felt that losing him was seconds away.

“Why a hooker?” McKay continued. “Why didn’t you come to me and tell me?”

“So I’ve turned some tricks,” Starry whispered. “How the hell do you expect me to get money? I could rob a liquor store as well as you can, but that wouldn’t be ‘honorable’ for Property to do. What am I supposed to do with no car, with no gun, with nothing but my body? If I had come to you, if I had told you I was hurting and I had a habit, what would you have done?”

McKay was silent.

“Yeah,” said Starry. “Yeah, that’s right. Nothing. You would’ve told me to shut up and done nothing. You wait,” Starry said. “You wait till you have no money, till you need to cop some dope and there’s no one there. Wait till you hurt so bad that you no longer care about honor. Wait. You’ll be turning tricks before long. Before you even know it, you’ll be turning tricks, McKay.”

McKay stared into the night. The air was cold now that the wind was rising off the ocean. Tomorrow the heat would begin once more, the temperature would rise, and skins would burn. But tonight, even with the protection of fire and leather, bumps rose on the skin.

Starry was shivering in the cold. “Just fix me once,” she said. “I know you got dope with you, fix me once and I’m gone for good.”

McKay sat so close that his jacket covered both our shoulders. “You have it with you here?” I whispered. “Why do you have it with you?” Perhaps my whisper was so soft that McKay did not hear. He did not answer.

“Flash wants me to move in with him,” Starry said to me.

My words were immediate. “You won’t,” I said.

“I will,” she said. “Why not?”

“You change your allegiance fast,” said McKay.

“Boy, you know me better than that,” said Starry. “But if I’m not Property, I need something. I need protection. I might as well be with Flash, at least he can always fix me. He’s got dope all the time and he’ll take care of me.”

“In the Chevy,” said McKay. “And then that’s it. I don’t want to see you with the Orphans no more. I don’t even want to see you on the Avenue.”

McKay and Starry spoke as dreamers do, looking not at each other, but only into the air. I watched Starry’s face for a tear, for anything, but she only stared in the direction of the Atlantic. The water was too dark to see, but the waves broke onto the sand like a heartbeat in the night.

I watched them walk to the Chevy. Then I looked away and wished myself in that car with McKay and Starry, holding the belt, rolling up my sleeve; together in the Chevy. I felt only jealousy. This was not the way I was jealous of Kind, or of the cars full of girls that followed the Chevy down the Avenue. I was jealous in a way I would have never been of sex, of another woman. I was jealous of the intimacy of the needle. Any fear, any sadness at Starry’s exclusion disappeared. If she stayed she would be closer to McKay than I was, as close as the Dolphin. I wanted her gone.

Danny the Sweet was awakened from sleep. He was given Flash’s address and told to start the engine of his Pontiac immediately and drive Starry back over the City Line. The Sweet, as always, was flattered by McKay’s choosing him to run an errand. With his grin in the moonlight and his boots racing so that he could comply with McKay’s wishes, Danny made me want to reach out to him as he passed by winking and rolling his eyes. But McKay’s eyes were their darkest and I only nodded to the Sweet and walked slowly toward the Pontiac with Starry.

“I won’t be hustling no more,” Starry said with slurred words. “I only did that to keep secrets from the Orphans. To protect the Orphans. Now I got Flash and no secrets.” She smiled. “So now you’ll be Number One Property.”

“No,” I said. “I never cared about that.”

“Only McKay.”

McKay had started the Chevy engine. He called my name and the Sweet honked the Pontiac’s horn.

“You watch,” Starry said. “He’ll be turning tricks.”

We both looked at McKay as he sat at the wheel of the Chevy. There was the salt smell of ocean, the night, and his dark eyes.

“That man?” I laughed. “Starry, honey, that man is too beautiful to have to turn tricks.” And we laughed the laugh that turns to silence much too quickly.

“Don’t be jealous of the needle,” Starry said, and I wondered if my fears were so easy to see as that. “Don’t be jealous of the needle; it’s not such a very fine lover as you may think. But if you got the money, it sure is a reliable lover. It always comes.”

Irene and her Viet Nam boyfriend danced in the sand and the Orphans howled and clapped hands. The Chevy engine began to strain. I left Starry at the door of the Pontiac to walk toward McKay.

“You know one thing,” Starry called and I did not turn around; I only stopped in the sand. “You know I still got a telephone. You know you can call me.”

I kept walking, I left tracks in the sand. The Sweet’s Pontiac drove off the shore on its way to the city. I thought, after all the months, the words, the kisses, I still have not gotten what I wanted. Yes, McKay allowed me to unpack my suitcase in his closet; but he would not admit me into his soul. And I wanted nothing less. If you say that was too much to ask, I will agree. And then I will repeat: I wanted nothing less. It seemed I could not get what I wanted. I opened the door, sat near McKay in the Chevy, and as we drove, the wheels spun sand into the night. Through the silence of the shore we could still hear the howls of the Orphans.

We drove to a seven-dollar-a-night motel and as we pulled into the parking lot McKay turned to me. “I’m going to quit it,” he said. “I ain’t gonna be like Starry. I can live without getting high. I can live after I cross the City Line.”

I looked into his eyes and I wanted every secret of mine to be his, every secret of his to be mine. I began to know the spells; the spell was love, the spell was honor, and the easiest spell of all was what McKay now spoke of: heroin. That is why I wanted the same needle in both our arms. I thought it might be worth the price to have someone with eyes like McKay’s to fix me for the first time with the magic that has no color, no odor, no chant, no song at all. Yes, it’s true I wanted the needle in his vein; but it was only love.

“One more time,” he said, as we walked toward the bright fluorescence of the motel. “It would be crazy to waste good dope. One more time is all,” he whispered.

It was only love. And I thought I had found the easiest of spells.

“Together,” I said.

“No,” he said.

Six months with McKay, and being with him was lonelier than being without him. At the beginning I thought I only wanted his name, but that was not enough. Words were not enough. Not even a body, skin, whispers, not even these were enough. And so I stopped McKay in the darkness of the parking lot with arms, with whispers, and with sighs.

“Yes,” I said.

“This one time,” he said. “Only this one time.”

Six months, six ways to fall in love, six positions of helplessness, and still all is changed and nothing is different. Do I always go to that motel with McKay? Does he always pour white powder into my vein as we stand in the toilet of the motel room as the gold-speckled ceiling showers flecks of paint on our skins? Am I always willing to pay the price of admission on that night? And is there always the same ritual; do I always roll up his sleeve and kneel before him and smile as the point of the needle touches his skin? Over and over again and always?

I confess to you now. I confess it all: I was willing. I wanted the spell, I wanted the magic; I would agree to any drug to keep him hooked. I wanted the tracks to run down McKay’s arm in thin crooked lines, and I wanted to control the direction in which they ran. Through the heart. I wanted the tracks to run straight through the heart. I smiled, and ran the spoon that held the heroin across my tongue, and it was sweet. It was sweet, and it was easy, and I thought it was the price I had to pay.

The marks on my arms didn’t touch the vein; there were never that many of them, only enough to try to stop the knowing. The knowing that I was trying to begin what could not be begun. The marks on my arms were only to stop a confession from ever having to be written down in black and white, in sentences and lies. It did not seem like so much at the time. It was only white powder and the blue liquid of his vein and love. That was all, powder and liquid and a heartbeat. That did not seem too high a price to pay for what I wanted. Not when what I wanted was everything. And I said the word very softly, and held McKay close, and closed my eyes.

“Yes,” I said to him. “Yes.”
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I sat on the farthest stool at Monty’s counter and watched McKay as he stood enclosed in the glass telephone booth. I chewed ice as a remedy against the heat. The old fan nailed to Monty’s ceiling spun with a humming sound.

“Forget the ice,” said Monty, “and have a drink. A real drink.”

“What do you suggest?” I asked, and played with the cuff of my shirt.

“A double gin,” said Monty.

“Your lips touch alcohol?”

“When the temperature rises above ninety these lips welcome a bit of gin.”

“A bit?” I said. “A bit of gin? Old man.”

“There’s worse than drink,” said Monty.

So that was it. An admission of drink for a confession of dope. It wouldn’t work. I pulled the chain I wore from beneath my shirt. I held up the charm, and I smiled.

“You haven’t thrown it away?” said Monty. “You surprise me.”

More than not throwing the locket away, I had taken to wearing the charm constantly; even when I wore nothing else, even while I slept, I wore the tooth of a beaten man, the tooth of a dragon.

“Why haven’t you thrown it away?” Monty said.

“I don’t know,” I said softly.

“What, now?” said Monty.

“Superstition,” I said.

Monty shrugged and I looked away. McKay was dialing again, searching for the Dolphin with numbers and telephone wires. Dialing again in the glass booth.

“Not a trace of Starry on the Avenue,” said Monty. There hadn’t been a trace of Starry anywhere. Her name was never mentioned among the Orphans, not one of the Property had asked what had become of her. But if the wind of the Avenue blew as Monty said it did, the Orphans and the Property had all known for some time why Starry was no longer seen walking down the Avenue sidewalk, why she no longer waited in the last booth of the Tin Angel.

“She seems to be gone,” I said, and Monty poured himself a glass of gin.

McKay came out of the telephone booth. He slid his boot heels along the wet sheen of the newly waxed linoleum and then skidded to a stop.

“Got it,” he said. “Come with me for the ride.”

“No,” I said.

“No?” said McKay.

“No?” said Monty.

It was true I had taken to going everywhere McKay went, but they should not have been surprised at my answer when the destination was the Dolphin. Never would I go to the Dolphin.

Some corner kids hung around the freezer case. “Hey,” said McKay. “You.” He nodded to a dark-haired boy who lounged near the coldness of the freezer with a scowl and a cigarette. The corner kid walked toward us; there was no refusing an Orphan.

“He’s the one,” said Monty. “The kid’s name is Tony and he’s the one seems to have so many questions about the Orphans.”

The corner kid stared silently at the floor.

“Tony,” I said, “don’t you got something to do?”

Tony shook his head and McKay smiled. “Leave the kid alone,” McKay told me.

“McKay, he’s fourteen,” I said. “What do you need him for?”

“Don’t you worry,” said Monty. “This one is not what you call young. This one can grab a purse from an old lady in seconds. This one’s outfit is never complete unless he’s carrying a ball bearing in a sock to knock a fellow’s eyeteeth down his throat.”

“Hey, fuck off,” Tony told Monty.

McKay laughed. “You know what my jacket says?”

Tony nodded and his eyes moved warily. “Sure,” he said. “You the Prez.”

“That true about old ladies?” said McKay.

“No,” said Tony.

“That true about, what is it, a ball bearing in a sock?”

Tony smiled and McKay winked at me. “A ball bearing,” he said. “In my day it was brass knuckles.”

“Times change,” said Monty with a shrug.

“You want to take a ride into the city with me?” McKay asked Tony.

“McKay, no,” I said. “Don’t take him with you.”

Tony scowled at me.

“Look,” said McKay. “There ain’t no Orphans around and I want some company along for the ride. Also, I have heard it mentioned that Tony here might be interested in joining up with the Orphans. Ain’t that right, Monty?”

Monty nodded. “That’s right,” he said.

Tony’s eyes were wide. The other corner kids watched silently, knowing that they had lost one of their own.

I shrugged. “Do what you want,” I told McKay.

McKay moved near to me. “Be at the apartment when I get home,” he whispered.

“Get going,” I said.

“I’ll bring you something nice,” said McKay.

“Something nice?” I said. I thought of the safety I felt when McKay was high. Only when he was in a dream and I held him in my arms was I not afraid he would leave me. I watched McKay walk out the doorway with Tony following silently at his boot heels. I could not hear McKay’s reply.

“What you say, darling?” I called.

“He said,” Tony, the chosen corner kid, said—walking past his old friends as though he had never before seen them—“something real nice.”

My eyes stared into Tony’s. “Something nice,” I whispered. And Tony turned to follow McKay, to run and catch up to McKay and the Chevy.

I looked over at Monty. “He’s too young,” I said.

“He’s not young,” said Monty. “That boy is not young. I can spot the young ones. But that one”—Monty motioned with his head toward the empty doorway—“that one will take McKay’s place someday. Even McKay can see that. So let the kid learn the tricks now; you know he’ll learn them sooner or later.”

We silently watched the empty doorway. Then I went behind the counter, mixed up a vanilla soda, and sat once more.

“You wear the charm,” said Monty. “But hidden, of course.”

I touched the chain at my neck, the locket I always wore beneath my blouse. “Do you think I want everyone to know what a fool you’ve made of me?”

“There never was anything wrong with a fool,” said Monty.

“Is that true?” I said lazily, and I moved the clear soda in the glass around in small whirlpools with my fingertip.

Monty lifted his hand from the countertop. With a quick move he raised the sleeve of my blouse halfway up my arm, so that white muslin was pushed like petals around my elbow.

I was silent; then I brushed the cloth back into its place around my wrist.

“You’re fresh today, old man.”

“Long sleeves in the heat of July, darling?”

I ignored him; let the wind of the Avenue carry him the answers he wanted.

“How many times?”

I was silent and thinking only of dark eyes.

“How many times?” Monty asked again.

“Five or six,” I said. “Big deal, only five or six times. What is it your business what I do?”

“So I’m wrong about McKay,” said Monty. “So I’ve judged it all wrong. So he is a fool, after all.”

“Shut up,” I said. “Who the hell do you think you are to talk about McKay like that? Nobody talks about him like that.”

“Not even you?”

“Old man,” I said.

“Where is his honor when he gives you the heroin? Where is it then? Tell me, you don’t shoot up yourself, he fixes you, doesn’t he? I give any odds all of the Avenue will be talking about McKay soon enough.”

What did I care about the old man’s words? What could he know about McKay that I did not know? I had McKay; now he only saw the Dolphin to score dope, he only saw the Orphans on official business. I had him now; and it was me who sat in the front seat of the Chevy, me who kept the engine running, me who stashed the pale envelopes of heroin in the space between my stocking and the skin of my thigh. It was me with McKay.

“To hell with you,” I said to Monty. “A few charms and spells and you think you know something. To hell with you, you liar. You goddamn fool.”

“I admit it all,” said Monty, and I raised my glass in agreement. “Ignore me. Ignore the tracks on your arms. Ignore the talk about McKay. What do I know about Property of the Orphans?”

“Hah,” I said. “I’m no Property.”

“Listen to me,” said Monty. “If you give up yourself, there won’t be another.”

“Listen to me,” I said. “I’m not giving up anything. And I’m not giving up McKay.”

“You can wash it all away,” said Monty, and he brought out the bottle of gin and placed it on the counter. “You can wash it all away, but having seen.”

“You poet,” I said.

“So I’m a drunk,” said Monty. “So you called it right when you called me a fool. And I tell you even this cannot stop sight.”

“Close your eyes,” I said.

“Close your eyes,” Monty repeated. “There is no way to stop from seeing. Not even heroin.”

“Five times,” I began and Monty only stared at me with his winking eyes. I shrugged.

“Often at burials,” said Monty.

“You gonna get into the morbid stuff now, old man?”

“Often at burials,” he continued, “certain tribes perform a ritual of sewing the lids of the eyes closed tight. Who can really say why? Perhaps so that the dead cannot pass on secrets to the living. But eyes that will see cannot be sewn closed.”

“I’ve got the charm, don’t I? I have the magic of this locket,” I said. “The charm McKay says you once offered to him, the magic he refused.” Monty nodded and sipped gin. “Why do you lie, old man? Why do you tell McKay this is the tooth of a dragon, and then tell me it’s the tooth of a beaten man?”

Monty smiled. “There is no difference,” he said.

“There’s a difference,” I said.

“No,” said Monty. “No, the two are one and the same.”

I rose from my seat at the counter. I did not want to hear any more of his words.

Monty raised his glass to me. “It won’t stop it, the heroin,” he said. “You know that.”

“Old man,” I said as I walked to the door, and the silver locket which held the tooth of a beaten man, the tooth of a dragon, fell upon my breast, “I don’t believe a word you say.”

I walked out the door and into the heat of the Avenue. I placed sunglasses over my eyes to protect them against the reflected glare of sun and cement, and still my eyes burned, my head spun and I had to hesitate. You cannot sew closed eyes that will see, the fool had said. I continued down the Avenue to wait for McKay’s return. The burning in my eyes felt nothing like tears, nothing like pain, and only a little like sight.
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The telephone awakened me. I ran to lift the receiver and silence the ring. The morning was still dark but already hot. McKay slept deeply. Through the wires I could hear the voice of Jose.

“Are you there?” he said.

“Yes, I’m here.” I sat on the wooden chair near the window, my feet pulled up so that I could rest my head on my knees. The air was heavy, and full of the threat of thunder and more heat.

“McKay there?”

“Jose, he’s here but he’s sleeping,” I said to the Orphans’ man on the force.

“You better wake him,” said Jose. I didn’t answer; I listened to McKay’s breathing. “There’s going to be trouble, girl. Now you go wake him.”

I held the phone receiver against my neck and watched McKay sleep. It was so early that traffic noise was only just beginning out on the Avenue.

“McKay,” I said. I walked to the bed, sat, and touched his shoulder. “It’s Jose,” I said. “It’s Jose on the phone.”

McKay opened his eyes; there was silence and heat out on the Avenue. I watched McKay walk to the phone. I crossed my bare arms and rocked softly and did not listen to a word he said; I only watched McKay. Then I went to the kitchen to boil water for coffee and to fear some news of trouble with the police, with heroin, with the Dolphin.

McKay, already fully dressed in leathers, walked into the kitchen. “It’s the Pack,” he said.

I was relieved; I poured coffee. What did I care about the Pack?

“They’ve got Danny the Sweet,” McKay said.

“What do you mean they’ve got him?” I said. What would the Pack want with Danny, when the Orphans themselves did not want him?

“I mean they got him.” He drank hot coffee in gulps. McKay was readying himself to leave the apartment; he was willing to leave me alone with the words, “They’ve got Danny the Sweet.”

“McKay,” I said. “Not this time. Don’t give me silence this time. The Sweet is my friend, so don’t give me silence.”

“You don’t want to know,” said McKay.

He was right; I did not want to know. But because I did not reach out to the Sweet as he passed by I had no choice.

“Damn you,” I said. “Tell me.”

I let McKay hold me for a moment, and then I moved away. “Darling, I don’t have to tell you,” he said. “You already know.”

I knew; already I knew more than I wanted to. Why did I need to know more? Why did I have to know whether it was the knife or the gun?

“No,” I said. “No.”

McKay shrugged. He opened a kitchen cabinet, and the hinge cried out as the wood of the door moved. Alongside the cereal, the coffee, and the sugar, was McKay’s gun. McKay and I never spoke of his owning a gun. He stored the .22 where my eye would see it at each and every breakfast, yet we refused to give each other words or denials. He placed the gun in an inside pocket cut into the silk lining of his jacket.

“McKay,” I said. “No.”

“In the back of the neck,” said McKay. “He was shot in the back of the neck.”

“You don’t believe Jose for a minute, do you?” I said.

“Jose knows what the cops know. He knows the names of the dead.”

“No one would bother with the Sweet. He’s worthless.”

McKay nodded. “It’s to get to me,” he said. “That idiot Sweet,” McKay said softly. “They know I have no choice but to avenge an Orphan.”

McKay walked from the kitchen and I followed. “You’re not going,” I said.

“I am,” said McKay. “And you know I am. I have to go. The Pack knows that the Sweet was only worthless while he lived.”

“That’s not the way it is,” I said.

McKay shook his head. “Don’t talk to me of what it should be, girl. I’m telling it to you like it is. And it is honor now. And it is war.”

“Not yet,” I said. “Don’t go yet. Let’s get high first. Get high with me, and then go.”

McKay smiled. “Not this time. Idiot that he was, he was my soldier. Not this time,” McKay said, and he began dialing the phone. He was calling up the Dolphin, he was summoning the Orphans. I should have reached out my hand to place it on the lips of the Sweet as he grinned in the moonlight. But now if Danny the Sweet was lost, he was lost, and I did not want a sacrifice for a smile that was already lost. I did not want to have to wait once more, to have to count the bullets in the gun when McKay returned. I did not want to have to wait, to have to place bandages and cold compresses on scars after a battle fought over what was already lost.

I wanted McKay high, so he would be mine. I wanted him to forget the battle and let the heroin into his veins. Pure love, pure fear, pure selfishness: I did not want the losing to continue.

McKay spoke to the Dolphin. I walked over to him and whispered words of interference in his ear. “I want to get high,” I told him. “I need to get high,” I lied. McKay shook his head, and continued speaking through the wires to the Dolphin.

Any plan, any advice of the Dolphin’s could never hold honor. It would be revenge that would belong only to the colors of the butterfly and the scar upon the cheek. And Danny the Sweet would be doubly lost.

“McKay,” I said. “I want you now.”

What could revenge do for the Sweet now? What good was honor? I would not risk losing McKay, not for the Sweet, and certainly not for honor.

“Now,” I said. “Right now,” I whispered. I held McKay and felt the metal of the .22 in the lining of his jacket. McKay touched my face, but he did not look at me; he was with the honor, with revenge. I slipped one hand into McKay’s jeans, and with the other hand I began to work the zipper. And still he was with honor, with the Orphans, with the Dolphin. When the dark eyes finally turned to me, they were blank. I could not help but imagine that McKay did not recognize me, that he could not remember my face or the touch of my hand.

I left him talking to the Dolphin. I left him with the phone in his hand and his dark eyes blank when they looked my way. I threw a raincoat over my naked body and I grabbed the car keys off the wooden table.

“Girl, get back here,” called McKay when he heard the sound of the metal. But it was too late. I was already out and in the street. I was on a course that led to the Chevy, which always waited, paint gleaming like black midnight, in the alleyway for McKay. If words couldn’t stop McKay, and if no plea, no touch would make him forget honor and revenge, perhaps the gas pedal of the Chevy could make him forget.

I started the engine. My raincoat fluttered about my knees, for I had not had time to button the cloth around myself. Dawn was just beginning to break in colors and steam over the Avenue. I stepped on the gas.

I could never remember, later, if I had actually planned to go anywhere, if there had been a direction to drive toward, a somebody to see. Monty? Could it be I intended to steer the Chevy toward Monty and ask what secrets, what lies, what rumors he had heard? Starry? How could I ever have found Starry with no address, no road map, with no knowledge of Manhattan streets? Was it a desire to visit each hospital, funeral parlor, the chapels of churches, the counters of every drugstore on the Avenue until I found the Sweet? Or had I planned only to step on the gas? Nothing more than that, only to step on the gas? Only to hear the screech of tires, to know the power of the Chevy’s engine, and to feel the velvet of the upholstery against my skin?

McKay was out in the street now. I had known he would follow. For that moment I had gotten him away from the Dolphin, from honor, from it all. So I stepped on the gas pedal of the car that turned heads in the street. I put into gear the Chevy that carloads of girls followed up and down the Avenue. I sat at the wheel of McKay’s Chevy, the car with the shiny finish not even the auto shop mechanic would run a fingernail across. I drove.

When the side of the Chevy hit the lamppost, when I felt the tires rush onto the curb, onto the sidewalk, when the body of the Chevy screamed and ricocheted into the door of the auto repair shop garage, I was not surprised. It seemed the most natural of things. I kept my foot on the gas. I could hear the paint as it fell off the Chevy like dust. I kept my foot on the gas, and the engine roared, but the Chevy could no longer move, for its fender was tightly wedged into the door of the garage. I laid my forehead upon the cool wood of the custom-made steering wheel. My raincoat lay open; I felt the morning wind of the Avenue enter the Chevy’s open window and touch me. The sun had only begun to rise, and it seemed the most natural of things that I should lay my forehead upon the steering wheel and close my eyes.

“That there the craziest fucking girl you ever saw,” someone—perhaps the auto shop mechanic—said.

McKay opened the door and turned the ignition key. The engine sputtered and then died. McKay only stared at me, with the darkest of eyes he stared at me.

“Will it run?” I heard McKay say to someone on the street.

Some Avenue expert, some mechanic, some voice answered, “Shit, man, it’ll run. But look at it, man, look at that car. Shit.”

“Will it run?”

“Well, man, you gonna race it and that car’s gonna blow or something. Man, that’s fucked up. That’s leaking oil like something else. You want to be safe, you’ll get yourself a diagnostic test, man.”

“Get out,” McKay said to me. “Get out of the car,” he said softly.

I wanted McKay to hit me, to rip my hand from its grasp on the steering wheel, to scream bloody curses into the air, but not to force me to leave the Chevy in silence.

In the early-morning light of the Avenue the strangers that are drawn to the sound of screeching tires and broken glass gathered around us. A young corner kid of ten or twelve stooped to grab the disfigured side-view mirror from out of a pool of shattered metal and glass. From the gutter, he grabbed a souvenir, a souvenir of the Chevy, a souvenir of McKay. A memento to remember the morning when the craziest fucking girl drove the ’59 Chevy into a garage door and souvenirs lay in the gutter, in pieces. My shoulders began to shake.

“McKay,” I said. He held my arm and helped me from the driver’s seat to the Avenue sidewalk. McKay held me close to him, and the eyes of those who follow accidents were upon us.

“He’s dead,” said McKay. “The Sweet is dead.”

“McKay,” I said. I knew the Sweet was dead. I was the one who knew that, I was the one who wanted the dead to remain dead, who wanted the living to remain alive.

“That’s all there is to it,” said McKay. “He had no honor in life, but the Orphans give it to him in death. There is no way for you to stop that. There is no way for you to stop me.”

I was silent and McKay kissed me and held my raincoat tightly closed. We watched the mechanic and some older neighborhood boys push the Chevy back into the street.

“Will you forgive me?” I whispered. I knew my words could be met only with silence. He could never forgive an act that was only an act of love and nothing more. “Will you forgive me?” I said.

McKay did not answer. Then he turned from me, and I watched him toss the .22 into the glove compartment of the Chevy, watched him pour oil into an engine that seemed to have no end to its thirst. I had to let him go. I stood in the heat, in the sun, of the Avenue, and I had to watch McKay start the engine and ride away.

The corner kid who had salvaged the side-view mirror was chased by a slightly taller dark-haired boy who grabbed the mirror for himself. It was Tony. For a moment I smiled, thinking that perhaps since that day McKay had taken him for a ride Tony had waited outside the auto repair shop, outside the apartment, waiting for a word, for a nod, for anything from McKay.

Tony held the broken metal-and-glass souvenir in his hands and walked to the corner of the Avenue where I stood. I held the raincoat tight around me. In the hot morning wind the coat moved and soft fabric touched my legs. We did not look at each other, Tony and I, we only stood on the same corner. He held the mirror in his hands and we only stood together on a corner of the Avenue, and watched McKay go.
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For several days McKay did not return to the apartment, I remained clothed only in a bathrobe, and I consumed enough Seconals and gin so that I no longer remembered that the season was summer. After the third day I was no longer waiting for McKay. I was only waiting.

I did not even leave the apartment to buy food. I ordered a pizza delivered one night, but one bite made me ill, and so the pizza, still encased in its cardboard box, found its way into the pail of overflowing garbage. I stared at hours of television, and I kept the venetian blinds closed tight against the sun. On one six-o’clock news report I heard words about a death on the Avenue: a young man with a smile on his face and a bullet hole in his neck found in the back seat of a ’57 Pontiac. The Pontiac was red and white, the mag wheels were silver-spoked. I closed my eyes.

I confess: I always thought Danny the Sweet was a fool, but I never thought he would die. He was much too young for anything like death. Even the one that might have claimed him in some delta in Indochina was avoided with a smile and a low score on every test the Army placed before him. Even the war did not want him. He was much too young even for that. He was no more than a sigh and a bullet hole and a way to trap McKay.

I had not gone to the funeral. McKay went, but I sat home alone and drank iced tea and fell asleep before the TV set. I did not cry. There seemed nothing to cry for; the death he died was not his own.

Am I heartless to speak this way about the death of an old, a sweet friend? Do you think it is cancer or the heat that caused me to think only of McKay? Still only of McKay. Is it cruelty to forget the color of the Sweet’s eyes so very easily? I wanted what was living, I needed what was living, do you blame me for that?

To get that I was not above reaching for straws, or for spells. And so I had sat in the front seat of the Chevy, and as I had laid my head upon the steering wheel, I had reached for the charm of the tooth encased in silver as it rested between my breasts. My fingers had stroked the silver as the wheels of the Chevy climbed over the curb; I murmured a chant against the power of the mood, though I knew I had no magic big enough, no herb strong enough to stop the direction we moved in.

McKay held me and made promises to the dead, and I was left on the Avenue with a child who held a broken mirror. I was left in an apartment, with dark silence and gin. The mood would have its way, and it would continue to move in its own direction. It would only deepen, darken and deepen.

What would you have me do? There was no way to stop what was to happen; McKay would walk toward honor if he could not drive. Even the needle, even the counting of veins, the charting of their various shades of blue upon a color chart, would not do. What would you have me do, cry or turn away? After herbs and wizards, after love and the screeching of tires, was there a way to fight soldiers who would be sheep? Should I have tape-recorded their bleating on eight-track cassettes to replay in the nights?

There was no stopping darkness and air. There seemed little choice at all but to close my eyes and continue. I turned the dial to another channel and drank more gin. I did not listen to news, to warnings; I was waiting.

One evening, as I sat before the TV, Jose walked through the unlocked door. I nodded hello.

“Girl,” said Jose, “clean up this mess and put some clothes on. Jesus.”

I lit a cigarette and stared at the TV screen. “You may be the Man now, and you may wear a badge,” I said, “but you ain’t got nothing on me; so don’t give me orders. You want to be a guest, that’s fine with me, as long as you’re a silent guest.”

“Get yourself together,” said Jose, and I shrugged.

Jose took a beer from the refrigerator. “Listen,” he said. “I am hip to confidential files. Now, do you hear what I’m telling you? I have seen the police files on the Orphans, and I’m telling you I am privy to certain confidential information.”

Jose was looking like an Orphan, but talking like a peace officer. I winked at him. “Big deal,” I said, and I pinned some loose strands of hair back from my face.

“They gonna be busted if they meet with the Pack. Kid Harris made himself a sweet deal. The cops get the Orphans; the Pack gets the Avenue. Dwell on that for a while. Danny the Sweet’s death was a trap to force McKay to search out the Pack. He’s walking into a trap.”

“What do you want?” I said. “I don’t know anything; ask McKay.”

“Now I’d be asking McKay if I knew where the fuck he was, wouldn’t I?” said Jose.

Jose told me that the Orphans had been barricaded within the clubhouse for a week. They ate, slept, and planned revenge in the basement below Munda’s Liquor Store. But now they were gone. The clubhouse was empty and the Orphans could not be found.

I listened to Jose’s words. I believed McKay was being set up, I believed the death of the Sweet was no more than a trap. “How do I know you’re not a part of the setup?” I asked.

Jose paled when I questioned his allegiance to the Orphans, to McKay. “Girl,” he said, “you think what you want to think. I’m cool, but you think what you want to think. Being in the Department ain’t nothing to interfere with the way I feel about the Orphans.”

“You know what I hear?” I said. “Jose, I hear the cops get the best dope. You want to turn me on to some of the best dope in New York City? Maybe if you did that I could remember where McKay was,” I lied.

“You get dressed or you go like you are, but you and me are going to find McKay. You and me are going to be the harbingers of the news that the Pack’s planned a setup.”

I smiled at Jose’s scowl. But I threw on some jeans, a shirt, and a colored silk scarf around my hair. We drove up and down the quiet Avenue in Jose’s Mustang convertible. We rode past the empty clubhouse. Jose turned his head at each street corner searching the darkness for an informant, for any sign.

“If McKay don’t want to be found, he won’t be found,” I said.

“We’ll try Monty,” said Jose, and I shrugged. I had been in the apartment for so many days without air that now it seemed the night wind hurt my lungs and caused my head to spin. I placed sunglasses over my eyes.

Jose stared at me. “You’re looking more and more like a dope fiend all the time. More and more,” he said.

I rolled up the sleeve of my shirt. “Do you want to check for tracks?”

“McKay gonna ditch you if you don’t watch out.”

“Then maybe I can be the one to move in with Flash,” I said easily, though Jose’s words echoed fears of my own. Jose looked at me from the corner of his eye. “Don’t give me none of your eyes,” I said.

“Don’t give me none of your talk,” he said. “I got the power to have you incarcerated, don’t you forget that. I don’t want to hear my cousin, the bastard, referred to again.”

Starry’s presence was with us in the Mustang, but like some ancient curse, her name was never to be mentioned.

“You got me shaking with fear,” I said as Jose scowled and pulled the Mustang up against the curb outside Monty’s.

Jose held my arm as we walked into the candy store.

“Are you arrested?” Monty said. I smiled and opened the freezer case for a can of soda.

“What do you hear?” said Jose.

“I hear a lot,” said Monty.

“Girl,” said Jose, and I sat at the counter.

“Looking for McKay,” I said.

“Are you?” said Monty. “Or is he?” He pointed to Jose.

“What am I?” said Jose. “Now what the fuck am I, a traitor?”

“Is he on the force or is he not on the force?” Monty said to me.

“Are you running numbers from this store or are you not running numbers from this store?” said Jose.

“I’m looking for him,” I said. “Old man, I’m looking for McKay.”

“He’s on the Avenue,” said Monty. “Tell the cop he might question that one.” And Monty nodded his head toward the farthest end of the counter where the corner kid, Tony, sat.

“Him again,” I said.

“Him again,” said Monty. “McKay’s protege.” We smiled at each other and watched Tony leaf through the pages of a comic book. We watched him start as Jose placed a hand upon his thin shoulder.

“Sorry to hear about the Sweet,” Monty said. I shrugged. “Can’t save them all,” he said.

“McKay,” I said. Now that I was out of the apartment and on the Avenue once more, I felt I had to find him. Secret files and a setup. I wanted to find McKay. “Do you know where he is?”

“Yes,” said Monty.

“Tell me.”

“The creek,” said Monty. “The creek and no place else is where you’ll find McKay.” We stared at Jose, at his hand on Tony’s shoulder.

“Tony doesn’t know where McKay is,” I said.

Monty smiled. “If you want to go, you might, you know. Those two will follow soon enough.”

I nodded and walked quietly from the store. I needed to find McKay, to find him alone. Jose had forced me to leave the apartment and search out McKay, but now I wanted to find him. When I reached the Avenue, when the night air rushed my lungs, I began to run. My boots hit the asphalt; the silk scarf danced in air. I ran until the pain in my chest grew so deep that I could only walk quickly with my thumb out to try to hitch a ride down to the end of the Avenue where, hidden behind alleyways and trees, the creek ran.

I hitched a ride with a Dodge Dart, but I did not look at the face of the driver. I only placed my hand on the metal door lever and tried to catch my breath. The Dodge let me out a block or so away from the creek, where there was darkness and the loud unfamiliar sound of crickets and other living things. Here the only reminders of the city were the empty beer cans, the yellowed copies of the News, and the highway sound which echoed above the tunnels that crossed over the creek. I stood in the darkness and felt suddenly thirsty when I saw that the creek’s waters had evaporated with the July heat, that the creek was only dark sand.

I climbed down a steep bank and walked along the creek’s waterless course. It began at the Avenue and ended there several curves and tunnels later. As I walked my boot heels made soft crunching noises in the sand. Above there were stars. Now I thought perhaps I had been wrong to let Jose’s words of a trap and the night air of the Avenue convince me to search out McKay and try to change the course of what he insisted had to be. I heard the noises of living things in the bushes that lined the creek’s bank. I walked faster until I had reached the last tunnel before the creek once again met the Avenue. I stood against the concave cement wall of the tunnel and I listened to the slow sound of water dripping down a metal pipe and the occasional hum of a car engine as it passed over the tunnel on a route which led to the city. I heard voices.

I knew I should never have left the apartment, never have listened to Jose’s words or tied the silk scarf around my head. I should have continued to wait in the dark. Had I thought it possible to move stars, to trick tricksters and elude the trap? I recognized one voice in an instant; it was the howl of Kid Harris. In the darkness of the tunnel a match was lit, and I could see the face of Kid Harris and the figures of fifteen or twenty of the Pack around him. I tried not to breathe.

“What I want,” said Kid Harris, “is the Dolphin. And after that, McKay. The rest you leave for the cops. The rest are promised to the cops, unless you are being directly confronted with an assault.”

A short dark figure whispered to the Kid. Then those two left the Pack counting knives and rattling chains and began to walk in my direction. My pulse sounded far too loud. Kid Harris nodded in my direction and I tried to melt skin into cement. He stopped before me and lit another match and I saw the gleam in his pale eye.

“We meet again,” said Kid Harris. I was silent. “Don’t we?” he said softly.

“Can’t say that it’s my pleasure,” I said.

“Try saying it,” said Kid Harris.

“I’m not here against you,” I said. “I only want to find McKay.”

“Try saying it,” said Kid Harris. “Tell me it’s your pleasure.”

I was silent and Kid Harris drank from a bottle of what smelled like whiskey. He drained the whiskey and then broke the bottle against the cement wall of the tunnel. “Remember this?” he said as he held the glass close to my face. More and more of Kid Harris’s soldiers now stood around me. Their colors were invisible but I could hear breathing and the sound of mumbled words and laughter.

“He’ll kill you,” I said.

Kid Harris laughed softly. “What I want to know is what you wanted to go and get mixed up with McKay for when you could have had one of the Pack.”

I smiled. I thought of the Night of the Wolf, and I smiled. “Now why would I want to walk down the Avenue with a man with crippled hands?” I said.

Even some of the Pack snickered at the reference to Harris’s broken hands, which were healed only as long as they were not referred to. He did not hit me so very hard the first time.

“Crippled?” said Kid Harris. “You made a mistake in your allegiance. You chose the losing side. You made a mistake and I’m going to show you why.”

Kid Harris touched my face, his fingers stroked my neck. I could not remember if I had left the lights on in the apartment. And the stove, I had boiled coffee in the afternoon, had I left the burner on?

“The first mistake is always the last,” said the dark soldier at Harris’s side, laughing.

“Ain’t that the truth,” Kid Harris said softly. I could see the shine of his red hair, like a fox, like a wolf, in the darkness of the night.

I wondered if Jose had already found McKay, if they were now drinking quietly in the Tin Angel Bar, discussing other tactics, forgetting the battlefield of the creek. Was it possible McKay could have forgotten? The silence of the creek seemed too much for me to bear. I held my hands over my ears.

“What is she, crazy?” said Kid Harris’s soldier.

Harris may have shrugged; it was too dark for me to see. “Doesn’t matter,” he said.

“There’s not much time,” someone said, “if you want to hit McKay and the Dolphin before the Man gets here.”

“The cops don’t make a move till they get the signal from me. They don’t even walk toward the creek till they hear two shots fired into the air,” Kid Harris said. “So I got some time.” He moved close to me and whispered words in my ear. But I could not make out the syllables: the silence of the creek was far too loud.

Arms held me. Although the jacket was leather, I knew the arms were not McKay’s. There was darkness and he was saying words that sounded like “Don’t act like you never done this before.” My feet slipped and then there was the coldness of cement against my back and something was happening to my clothes. Something was happening. I heard laughter and the rattle of chains, and louder still, I heard the sound of my blouse tearing. I could not be sure if my jeans really were around my knees or if I only imagined the coldness touching my skin. I could no longer feel the difference between parts of my body which were still covered with cloth and those which were not.

My arms tried to hold him away from me, but still I was not quite sure it was my body on the cement. His hands on my breasts, if those were my breasts, if this was my body, if this was me. My arms would not stop trying to push him away, and once I felt my leg kick him, but then some other hand held my leg against the cement, and I had no feeling, no sensation in that leg, and I thought perhaps the skin might have been frozen by the coldness of cement.

He was finished now. I thought perhaps he might be finished now, for I felt the weight lift off me. There was silence, and voices, and cement and earth. My eyes were open and staring into darkness, and there was a silence that grew louder.

“Hurry up,” said a voice.

“Get rid of her,” I heard the soldier at Harris’s side whisper.

“Forget her,” said Harris, if it was Harris. I was thirsty and something had happened, and I found I could not remember the color of the upholstery in Danny the Sweet’s Pontiac. It was McKay’s Chevy that was black and maroon, but I could not remember the color of the Pontiac. It was not blue, goddamn it, I knew it was not blue.

I felt the nearness of Kid Harris. He stood above me, and once his boot grazed my leg. I touched my thigh and it was wet, chilled by cement.

“Shut up,” Kid Harris whispered. The silence was broken only by the soft echo of footsteps in the sand.

More footsteps and the boot of Kid Harris close by. I touched my thigh again, and I was suddenly quite sure it belonged to me. This was my body on the cement. I cried out. Kid Harris kicked me, but I only screamed again, a warning to those footsteps which echoed in the sand. I covered my face with my arms to protect myself against the boot of Kid Harris.

In seconds the Orphans had attacked. Chains against cement, sand flying in the air. I could not uncover my face. His arms helped me to stand, and the silk lining of the leather jacket was placed around my shoulders. I pulled up my jeans and tied the silk scarf at my neck, and my hair fell, heavy and damp, onto it. We moved like lovers in the dark, McKay and I, unaware of the curses that surrounded us, toward the far end of the tunnel.

“McKay.” It was the voice of Kid Harris.

“I want her out of here,” McKay said, and I felt other arms around me. It was him again, the boy, Tony. “And I want you out of here,” McKay whispered and the boy nodded, though I felt his arms tighten in an unspoken protest.

“McKay,” said the voice of Kid Harris.

“I hear you,” McKay’s voice answered. I held the leather jacket around my shoulders and walked with Tony toward the Avenue. The sound of the battle was behind us, and at the mouth of the tunnel stood the Dolphin. He gazed at the fight as he leaned against the wall of the tunnel. There was a smile at the Dolphin’s lips. He reached into a pocket and flashed a switchblade; the silver glowed in the dark. For the first time the Dolphin looked at me and he nodded. Then he walked on, through the tunnel and toward the battleground. Tony and I climbed the far bank of the creek. On the Avenue Jose waited.

As Tony opened the door of Jose’s Mustang his hands shook, and I whispered, “Do you like what you see? Do you like the game that’s being played?”

We heard one gunshot. I waited for another, but no other sound echoed from the creek and I knew that shot had not been Harris’s signal. The sound of one gun firing was McKay’s answer to Kid Harris.

“Hurry up,” said Jose as I sat in the front seat of the Mustang. Now I realized that McKay’s jacket was around me. It had been an error of McKay’s; he could not have forgotten the jacket. I wanted to run back through the smoke, past the Dolphin, so that McKay could wear the leather as he fought the Pack. But I only held the jacket around myself, and stroked the leather, and sat in silence.

“Come on. Come on,” said Jose. “I’m not waiting for the Department to arrive. I can kiss the force goodbye if they see me here.”

Tony slammed the door of Jose’s car shut and began to run. “Fucking kid,” said Jose. Tony ran down the Avenue, away from the creek. Even without hearing, I knew the sound of his deep intakes of breath; I knew the wheezing sound of fear. Jose started the engine and floored the Mustang down the Avenue. I leaned my head out the open window and strands of hair blew like whips across my face.

“Don’t tell me anything,” said Jose. “Don’t give me any depositions.” I could feel his eyes on me. “Shit,” he said, “don’t tell me anything.”

Sirens sounded from the direction of the creek. I held the leather of the jacket between my fingers.

“Shit,” said Jose.

“You know the way,” I said.

“You want to go there?”

There was nowhere else to go.

“You know the way,” I repeated, and Jose nodded. There was no one to drive toward but Starry.

We drove through the night in silence on the highway that led to the city. The wind was both hot and cold. On the ramp of the Queensboro Bridge I remembered the color of the Sweet’s Pontiac. The color was red and white, the mag wheels were silver-spoked. We drove and there was night and wind and leather and the color of the Sweet’s Pontiac. And finally there were tears. I began to cry.


SEVEN

DANCING IN THE DARK

1

At breakfast we had orange juice, Hostess cupcakes, and smiles.

“I do believe,” said Starry as she rolled marijuana into a thin wheat-colored joint, “every summer gets hotter.”

When Jose had brought me to Starry’s apartment no questions were asked. Without a word or a blink of an eye, Starry brought from her closet a shirt with sleeves too short, to replace my torn blouse, and a skirt too small at the waist, to replace my ripped, mud-stained jeans. Jose promised to leave a message at Monty’s, and lined yellow paper with my scrawl on it waited at the counter for McKay. Days passed with no word from him. In the Daily News and on six-o’clock TV broadcasts, there were descriptions of Kid Harris and hints of the gang warfare that began with the death of Danny the Sweet, with the body found in the back seat of a Pontiac.

I lit a cigarette and tossed the match into a plate already full of ashes and ancient butts. There had not yet been a chance to talk to Starry alone. Flash was close to her always, his hand on her shoulder, his eyes seeing only her. Now Flash and his dealer sat in the bedroom, arguing over the price of dope, sniffing and tasting white powder, and passing glassine envelopes of heroin back and forth. Now that we were alone and could talk, I did not know what to say. In the days after the creek I had become afraid of words. I mistrusted anything but silence and marijuana. “Starry,” I said finally, “this is no good.”

“It’s very good.” She smiled.

Starry was thinner than I had ever seen her. Her arms were covered by long sleeves, her blond hair was paler where it had been streaked with platinum tint. Her eyes were large and heavy-lidded; sometimes they appeared almost closed.

“You look like a junkie,” I said, and Starry smiled.

“Look in the mirror,” she told me. “You’re looking more strung out than me. Leastwise I know where my man is.”

I shrugged. McKay would appear at the door sooner or later. It was only a matter of time. Somewhere on the Avenue McKay was waiting for the newspapers to forget gang warfare, for the Police Department to erase Kid Harris’s fingerprints from its files. It was only a matter of time until McKay came for me.

Starry and I stared at each other. We both knew there were scars. The bruises on my face, the tracks on her arm were nothing. We did not have to see to know there were scars. And we did not, we could not, speak of violence.

Speaking would break the code, would violate the remedy for recovery. We stared at each other; we stared away. Many remedies are suggested for brutality; some recommend jasmine tea with honey, others suggest lobotomy. But I remembered that most recommend one thing as an antidote for violence: silence. The remedy, the magic, the potion, the key: silence.

I knew the prescription: take one act of violence (a rape, a knife at the throat, a fist in the small of the back, etc.), add widened eyes, possibly one short stifled scream (possibly not), the shaking of hands, and not one word. Mix up all the facts (until unsure of what was real and what was imagined, whether indeed there was an act of violence at all). Store in a cool dry place (possibly the back of the mind, somewhere near the base of the neck will do). And forget.

The “not one word” is the trick; although references are, of course, allowable. Preferably unspoken references: a twitch will do. An occasional shudder is just fine.

But silence, I knew, was the key to recovery. Better still, removal of any violence-related word from the mind. When the eyes tear, think it is pollution; smog has attacked the iris. When the hands shake there is always the possibility of earthquake. Never admit to anything; never let the words take over and make the violence live. No one will pose a question to a victim of violence when there can be no answer but a widened eye; when the magic balm of silence is at work.

Starry knew the formula. I watched her not watching me. She did not look because most of the permanent scars of violence are invisible and are only reactivated by words. Keep silence, keep silent.

Shut up and do not think. All the theorists agree: shut up and keep the words from being said. And all of the scars will remain invisible; and all of the scars will be dreams; and all of the scars will remain under the skin. Where they belong.

“Enough of McKay,” Starry said, her eyes looking everywhere but into mine, “let me tell you ’bout my man.”

And I smiled because we both knew that any violation of the magic of silence might cause complications, including a scream, including sight. And we knew this could be fatal.

“About your man.” I laughed. “Now what about him?”

She could look at me now; we were conspirators; there would be no talk of violence, of screams, of scars.

“He treats me good,” Starry said. “Flash gets me high and he’s in love with me. He thinks he’s in love with me.”

Although Flash was a heroin connection for some of the Orphans, he himself only smoked reefer. Occasionally he got high with Starry the way I got high with McKay, only to know something of the dream and to share in the nod.

“And you?” I asked.

Starry smiled. “It makes him happy if I pretend. He knows I’m pretending, I know I’m pretending, but it makes him happy.”

Flash and the dealer walked from the bedroom. The dealer placed a broad-brimmed velvet hat on his head; he nodded to Starry. As Flash and the dealer stood in the hallway, engaging in some last-minute arguments, Starry frowned. “He’s a no-gooder, that one,” she whispered. “Glad I don’t have no dealings with him anymore. Flash takes care of it all now.” She smiled.

Flash came to sit with us at the table. “Pure stuff,” he whispered. I felt the way a third person feels when words are intimate and are of love and are meant for only two. “Beautiful dope,” Flash said and Starry touched his hand. “Got some news,” Flash said to me. “Jose called last night and there’s news on McKay.” He pushed himself away from the table and leaned far back in his chair.

There was silence and I lit another cigarette. I feared news about McKay. I listened to the street voices and the sound of Manhattan summer filter up and through the open window like ashes, like soot. I was afraid of anything but silence.

“Don’t be dramatic,” Starry said. “Give us the news from your cousin, the peace officer.”

“Well,” Flash said to me, “the news is not good.”

“Well, give it to us,” said Starry and her eyes shone like an Orphan’s for news of McKay.

“He’ll be here tonight,” said Flash.

Why did Flash think that was not good news? I tried to catch Starry’s eye, but her vision was now focused on the door which led to the pure, to the beautiful stuff: the stuff that let her forget the Orphans with ease.

“He’ll be here tonight, but he’s on the run,” Flash said. “The Man’s after his ass, now. They looking for to nail him.”

I was silent.

“For murder,” Flash said.

On the couch where I had slept the past few nights was the leather jacket I used now as a pillow. Was it that McKay had been unprotected? Was it my fault?

“They’ll never find him,” I said.

Flash shrugged. “Whatever,” he said. “He can’t stay here more than one night. I can’t risk getting busted.” He held his hand over Starry’s as her fingers tapped anxiously on the tabletop. She nodded agreement, and I understood. I would have nodded also. I for McKay; Starry for heroin. For beautiful stuff.

Through the morning and the afternoon I waited, and still there was no knock at the door. That night, after Flash and Starry had gone to bed, I waited until it was very late, and the streets were quiet and still. Then I fell asleep with my head upon the leather jacket. When there was a knock at the door I didn’t move. In this apartment silence greeted every knock. Flash stood at the door, looking through the peephole into the hallway. No lights were turned on. In the bedroom Starry dreamed.

“Who there?” Flash whispered. I felt cramps in my legs from sleeping on the thin width of the couch, but I did not move.

There was a muffled answer from the hallway. As Flash opened the door a thin stream of light filtered into the apartment. I could see the outline of Flash’s bare back and the darkness of another figure. It was McKay. But still I was silent, still I did not move.

“I’m in need,” I heard his voice say. The voice did not sound like McKay’s.

There was darkness again as Flash closed the door and bolted the locks.

“Are you holding?” said McKay’s voice. “I haven’t gotten off in two days. Are you holding?”

I heard Flash whisper reassuringly. “Man, you know you can count on Flash.”

There was some noise in the bathroom; running water and voices. I waited. Finally he walked to the couch, to me. He kneeled on the floor and rested his head close to mine. I reached out my arm.

I moved closer toward the back of the couch so that McKay could lie with me. Already, even as he spoke, he was dreaming.

“I took care of it all,” he whispered and I held a finger to his lips to stop the words. “I took care of everything,” he said. There was darkness, shadows. I had to touch McKay to make sure he was really with me.

McKay slept deeply. I dreamed and woke throughout the night. In the morning I waited for McKay’s eyes to open. Starry and Flash already sat in the kitchen; there was the odor of coffee and of marijuana. Starry nodded at McKay; this was their first meeting since McKay had forced Starry to leave the Orphans. Starry smiled. “So it comes to this?”

McKay wore the leather jacket of the Orphans once more. He lit a cigarette and jangled the Chevy’s keys in his fingers. “To what, girl?” McKay said softly. “To what?”

“It’s too early in the day to be uptight,” Flash said. “Have some reefer.” I accepted a joint and shared it with Starry. Her eyes were on the President of the Orphans.

“Them Pack boys gonna need a new President, I hear,” said Flash.

“That’s right,” McKay said. “But then, the Orphans got to find themselves a new idiot and a new …” Starry’s eyes were on McKay and he did not finish the sentence.

Starry’s knuckles were white as she held a coffee cup tightly. Her eyes continued to stare.

“War?” Flash said.

“War,” said McKay, shrugging. “There’s always war. We can get by. We did when Cantinni was wasted, we will now.”

“I know a place where you can stay,” Starry told me. She touched my hand and then wrote down an address on a match-book cover. Beyond the limits of the city: Long Beach. Irene.

I showed the matchbook to McKay. “Irene?” said McKay. He nodded his head.

“Irene hasn’t been on the Avenue for months,” I said.

“That’s ’cause she’s out on the Island with Viet Nam. They got, can you dig it, married.” Starry began to laugh and I joined her. The Chevy’s car keys were rattled impatiently.

“Married?” I said and we laughed.

“To Viet Nam,” Starry said. We laughed again.

“Hey,” McKay said to me. “Enough.” I held my hand over my mouth.

“She could do it,” Starry said. “All of Viet Nam.”

“Enough,” McKay said. Starry and I could not look at one another for fear of smiles.

“My cousin, the peace officer, says you should keep low for a while. Says it wouldn’t hurt to disappear from the Avenue.”

McKay nodded. “Just give me enough shit for a couple of days,” he said. There were no more smiles. I lit a cigarette and watched Flash and McKay walk from the room.

“He has got it bad,” Starry whispered. “Don’t you see he got it bad?”

“You’re wrong,” I said. “He’s the same as he always was.”

“Don’t you think I know when I see a dope fiend? He’d eat shit to get high.”

“No,” I said.

Starry stared after Flash and McKay. She brushed stray wisps of platinum hair from her face. “I don’t hold no grudges against the man,” she said. “ ’Specially not a man whose hands shake when he lights a match.”

“Bullshit,” I said.

“Bullshit,” she said. “All right, bullshit. See what you want to see. It’s your business. It’s your man.”

McKay walked into the living room and held open the door. I walked to him. “Hey,” Starry called. “Hey, President. Where’s your main man? How come you’re here without your main man?”

“Shut up,” Flash said.

Starry smiled. “It’s the Dolphin that makes the connections, how come you hustling for yourself?”

“Starry,” I said.

McKay walked toward her and I stood by the open door. “Were you talking to me?” he said. There was a faint smile on Starry’s lips.

“She didn’t say nothing,” said Flash.

“That’s right, President,” McKay said to Starry. “The Dolphin goes where I want him to go. The Dolphin makes a connection when I want him to make a connection.”

Starry smiled. “Sure,” she said. “President,” she whispered.

McKay walked out of the apartment, his boot heels sounding loudly on wood. I could hear the downstairs door of the apartment building slam. I followed him; I ran. I did not have time to say goodbye or grab my cigarettes from the table or stare into Starry’s eyes. McKay waited in the Chevy. We began to drive. The Chevy was covered with grease and dust, it no longer shone. But on the highway it moved like air.

We did not speak. We drove out on the Island, toward Irene’s Long Beach address. After a while McKay pulled the Chevy off the highway; we stopped at a diner in Levittown. In neon, the diner advised us to eat, but as we sat in the red plastic booth and McKay kept his eyes focused on the traffic of Hempstead Turnpike, I was not hungry. I turned the leaves of the jukebox that hung on the wall.

“Do we talk?” I said. I did not want to know much; a word or a paragraph would do.

“Nothing to say,” said McKay. He was demanding a conspiracy of silence; the memory of the night at the creek lay heavy in the air. White porcelain dinner dishes were set before us, and outside trucks and trailers rolled by.

“All of what has happened and we don’t say a word?” I said. McKay glared at me as he ate scrambled eggs. I was going against magic; I knew that. I felt for the locket I wore; I touched the silver.

“What happened to me,” I began, holding the locket in my fingers.

“Shut up,” said McKay.

“What happened to me that night,” I said, “by the creek was that I was raped.” I closed my eyes. I opened my eyes. I had said it; I had violated our pact. I had gone against silence.

McKay picked up his plate and slammed it down on the tabletop. “Shut up,” he said.

The eyes of truck drivers and of the white-coated short-order cook were upon us now.

“And Kid Harris is dead,” I said. Small pieces of egg had spilled from McKay’s plate and now dusted the tabletop.

“That’s right,” said McKay. “That’s goddamn right Kid Harris is dead. He paid for the Sweet’s death. He paid for what he did to you.”

“For what he did to me?” I said. “And for the ‘idiot’s’ death?”

“That’s right,” said McKay, and his eyes avoided mine.

“Bullshit,” I whispered. “Not for either one of us. Only for honor. For your goddamn Orphans and your goddamn honor and nothing else.”

“You want to know?” said McKay. “You really want to know? I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you it all, if you really want to know.” He was talking softly now, talking softly and sipping coffee and I had gone too far. I had pushed him too far. I wanted to go back into the silence. I had only wanted a few words; I had never asked to be told it all.

“Forget it,” I said.

“I held the gun,” McKay said. “I pointed it at him, at Kid Harris.”

“Forget it,” I said.

“And then he turned,” said McKay.

I rose from the table and walked from the diner toward the Chevy. Through the plate-glass window of the diner I could see McKay pay the cashier. McKay walked to the Chevy and sat in the driver’s seat. He turned on the ignition and steered the Chevy back toward the highway. We did not look at each other.

“Did you hear me?” McKay said. “I said he turned.”

I lit a cigarette. “So he turned, so he turned,” I said. “Big deal, so he turned. So I don’t care. I don’t care if he’s dead.”

McKay’s eyes were on the highway lanes. We drove into the town where Irene lived with Viet Nam, where gulls gathered in summer and winter. The noise of boardwalk rides and amusements was in the air. McKay parked the Chevy in front of a dirty-pink stucco apartment building whose address matched the one Starry had given me. We sat for a long time in the Chevy. I smoked several cigarettes while McKay left the Chevy to walk on the boardwalk. I listened to the gulls and to the radio.

McKay did not return to the car until the sky was as pink as the stucco apartment building. I had fallen asleep. A cigarette had burned itself down to ash in my hand.

McKay sat on the curb across from Irene’s apartment building. I left the Chevy and sat near him; our feet were side by side in the gutter. I did not say a word.

“I shot him in the back,” McKay said.

His voice was so soft I could barely hear the words, so soft that I could not recognize it as McKay’s. Gulls flew over the Ferris wheel, over the waves. In a third-story window I thought I saw Irene dancing to some song, some radio, her arms around a figure that might be Viet Nam.

“You did not,” I said.

“The Dolphin saw it. The Dolphin was right there and he saw it.”

I held my arms around McKay and whispered sounds that were not quite words in his ear. His dark eyes were closed and he held one hand to his head. Above us, and over the waves, the sky was scarlet and navy blue; it was beginning to be night. Kid Harris had won with one simple movement: he turned as his pale eyes stared into the barrel of the .22. He forced McKay to strike him not between the eyes, but, instead, between the shoulder blades.

“I fucking shot the bastard in the back,” said McKay.

I forgot the touch of Kid Harris’s hand on me. I forgot the smile of Danny the Sweet. I thought of honor, only of honor and McKay. McKay rested his head at the curve of my neck. I could feel the flutter of his eyelashes as he tried to stop his eyes from closing. And finally there was silence. It seemed I could not live with the silence and I could not live without it. I watched reflections from apartment windows. And I shut my mouth, shut my pain, my sight, my vision. I tried to forget what I knew. Boots were in the gutter and the July night stars were out. I wanted to know, and I did not want to know. I wanted to see, and I did not want to see.

To see or not to see, to know or not to know. Is there ever a choice? You answer whatever you like, but I say no; there is no choice. There is the battle, there is confusion; there is no choice.

Why did I insist, why did I demand to be told what I did not want to be told? Perhaps for the same reason McKay pulled the trigger although Kid Harris had already turned. Because it was too late, because the motion was already fixed by magic or the environment, by nothing, by everything. Reasons were too much to ask for; only lies, or possibilities.

And so, for no reason, my enemy was dead. My enemy fell when the bullet hit Kid Harris in the back. One accident in the dark, one error of perception and the movement of one foot and my enemy, Honor, was dead.

For McKay honor had been the world. For me it had only been a word, and there is no fiercer enemy than a word. A word that can be written down in pages and punctuated with quotation marks and commas and spelled out in contracts and poems and sighs, in old whispers and song lyrics, in promises and vows. And the word I thought had always kept McKay from me had now died in the waterless creek in the darkness of one July night. It died with blood that ran into the sand as Kid Harris lay with silent pale eyes.

But for McKay, it had been the world. One word had been all reason, and now it lay at the bottom of the creek. Because of that I wanted a resurrection. I would have agreed to the use of any herb, poisonous or not; I would have mixed the potion in the blackest iron cauldron myself. Without one word McKay was without the world. And too far away from me.

So for no reason my enemy was dead. I may have smiled or sighed but there was no celebration. I did not hire horsemen to circle the Avenue calling out victory. My enemy had tricked me from the very start. What I thought was alive was long dead, and there is no victory when the enemy was a corpse long long before the battle had ever begun. Even if that enemy is a word.

We sat together beneath the shadows. It was night, and I thought that if I listened very closely I might hear the sound of the carousel. I listened, but I could hear only the waves and the gulls. I whispered sounds into McKay’s ear. I moved my lips, but the sound of the waves and of the gulls would have made it impossible to hear words anyway.

2

At first Viet Nam was disturbed. He paced the living-room carpet and mumbled and looked at us only from the corner of his eye. He elbowed Irene into the kitchen where he raised his voice and slammed dishes. At first he was disturbed.

After a few days of McKay’s dark silence, after several afternoons of Irene and me drinking beer and watching Days of Our Lives and Truth or Consequences—after he realized he was stuck with us, Viet Nam stopped slamming dishes and doors. He stopped pacing. He even stopped his nocturnal walks through the apartment while McKay and I were making love on the floor where we were camped out. Viet Nam now only shrugged his shoulders and did his best to ignore the presence of Irene’s two guests.

I helped Irene clean the apartment. I watched her wedding ring flash as she washed dishes, drank beer, or mixed flour and sugar into cakes. I read magazines and watched McKay as his silence deepened. Irene had grown even heavier, and the hair curlers she wore were combed out only when we occasionally walked to the boardwalk to play pinball or to watch the riders on the merry-go-round. Although she was officially removed from the Avenue and from the Orphans, Irene’s allegiance was still to McKay and to the past. She talked endlessly of ancient meetings and parties, and of those who had long ago left the Orphans through death or desertion. Daily the four of us sat in the hot summer apartment with ocean wind, hearing Irene’s remembrances or Viet Nam’s repeated tales of his war and peacetime glories.

One night no wind or fan could cool the apartment, and Irene’s dinner was disturbed when McKay stabbed a steak knife into the wood of the table. He did so as Viet Nam repeated the highlights of taking a village of old people and children, of burning huts with safety matches till they glowed like firewood. The steak knife stood upright in the wood; the tabletop was now slashed and splintery.

“Fuck it, man,” said Viet Nam as McKay leaned back in his chair. “You’re a fucking guest here.”

McKay stared at the ceiling and Irene urged silence with her large eyes, gazing first at Viet Nam and then at McKay. “Would you tell this asshole if I have to hear the same fucking story about his goddamn war once more I’ll kill him?” said McKay. “I’ll kill him.”

“You are a guest,” said Viet Nam. “You would be out on the streets, with your dope and your whore, if it wasn’t for Irene. Who,” said Viet Nam, his face flushed, his hands shaking, “do you think you are?”

“Honey,” said Irene and her eyes were large.

“Honey, shit,” said Viet Nam, and he tossed a plate to the floor. The porcelain clattered and broke upon the wooden floor. “Who do you think you are,” he continued, “to ruin this fucking dinner that Irene here has worked so hard to fix? Who? That’s what I really want to know, who does he think he is?”

I walked away from the table.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Viet Nam called after me. “This is the dinner hour,” he said. “This is the fucking dinner hour.”

I sat on the couch and lit a joint. I inhaled. I believed McKay would kill him; I believed murder was like air to him now. I could see Irene believed it also; she reached out her hand to Viet Nam but he waved her away.

“Irene,” McKay said. “Do you want to tell him that I’m going to kill him?”

“He’s going to kill you,” Irene said.

McKay nodded. “Thanks,” he said to Irene.

“McKay,” I said. Murder might be like air but Viet Nam was not worth the inconvenience murder brought. “Why bother?” I said.

“I don’t know,” McKay said.

Viet Nam glared at Irene. She had taken orders from the President of the Orphans. I nodded toward the door. McKay and I jumped nightly from the boardwalk to walk along the dark beach. We walked, always, far from the sound of the boardwalk amusements, and McKay would kneel in the sand holding the pale envelope, and I would stare into the dark ocean water that in the morning would again be blue as eyes.

I knew McKay did not walk the beach only at night. Once, when I was with Irene, I had seen him crouched in the darkness underneath the boardwalk, rolling up his sleeve while before him the sand shone white with sun. But I walked with McKay only at night, for then I could stare into the dark as he placed the needle in his vein. Then I did not have to look.

We walked in the direction we always did, but I knew we could not go on the way we did. We could not stay at Irene’s forever, not when McKay was running low on heroin and Flash feared being busted and the Dolphin seemed to have disappeared. I waited on the boardwalk while McKay jumped, and then I followed. McKay stood waiting to catch me if I should fall the way Tammy Leone had done the summer before; she had broken her neck. I jumped, then I placed my arm through McKay’s and we walked toward the water.

There were stars in the sky. I stopped once to remove my leather sandals so that my toes could feel the sand. When McKay sat down on the damp sand at the shoreline I walked on, keeping inches away from the tide as it moved coldly closer. Soon McKay walked beside me once more.

“I’ve got to go back to the Avenue,” McKay said. “I’m carrying the last of it and I got to find the Dolphin, and I got to make some connection.”

A wind rose off the ocean and we returned to the boardwalk to sit under its shelter.

“Where is the Dolphin?” I said.

“He’s making me wait,” said McKay. “He’s showing me who needs who.”

“You don’t need him,” I said. But the Dolphin had the heroin and the Dolphin’s eyes had seen McKay fire the .22, had seen the bullet enter the body between the shoulder blades. My words were lies.

Feet passed on the wooden walk above us. McKay nodded into a dream. I feared water rats and the police, but I could not bring myself to wake him. Hours later we both woke in darkness. The garbage pails that lined the beach were cloaked in mist and the ocean water was dark gray. There was drizzle and fog and cold, but I smiled, glad that we had not spent another night on the shag carpeting in the pink stucco apartment building with Irene and Viet Nam.

We climbed back up the boardwalk and bought coffee at a food stand. I held both steaming plastic coffee containers as McKay was sick over the boardwalk railing. His eyes looked into mine and I nodded and watched him walk away to stand behind the Ferris wheel and shoot up. He smiled as he walked back to me. We leaned over the railing and drank coffee and watched the fog move off the water and edge toward the shore.

I held my arm around his waist. Above us gulls flew in circles. We drank coffee and then we walked on. Morning was breaking as we reached the pink apartment building. I held him back at the stairs. “McKay,” I said.

“No talk,” he said. “I don’t want any talk.”

“It was an accident.”

“Accident.”

“You couldn’t know he would turn.”

“Accident,” McKay said.

“You’re still you,” I said.

“Am I?” He smiled.

“Yes,” I lied.

“You’re stupid or you lie,” he said. “And get rid of that. Get rid of that,” he said, pointing to the silver locket.

“This is nothing,” I said. I did not look at him.

“Then why do you wear it?” I did not answer, only followed him through the door of Irene’s apartment. I wore the locket for good luck, though it seemed to bring none. I was not sure why I wore it, I only knew I did not want to give up the charm. So I was silent. So McKay was silent. We sat together in the darkened apartment.

Outside, in the hallway, there was a squeak from the board of a wooden stair. “Shit,” McKay said and searched wildly through the lining and pockets of his jacket for the .22. We had long feared some peace officer’s knock at the door. I moved close against the hard back of the couch and thought the word “murder.” It was only a word, but the sound of the wooden stair was real.

“Shit,” McKay said again. He stood first by the window, checking the street for patrol cars or uniforms; then he went to stand by the door.

Viet Nam walked from the bedroom wearing only shorts and a pair of heavy lace-up combat boots. He saw me sitting on the couch and scowled. Perhaps when we had not returned at night he had thought we were gone for good. Then Viet Nam saw McKay, holding the gun, and standing tense as wire at the wooden door.

“What the fuck,” said Viet Nam loudly. He walked toward McKay, his combat boots leaving indentations in the shag rug. “Jesus Christ,” he said.

McKay did not move. His eyes stared at the wood of the door, at the metal doorknob. Then he moved only his arm, reaching out and pointing the gun at Viet Nam. “If you take one more step or say one more word,” McKay said softly, “I’ll kill you.”

Viet Nam backed off, and McKay lowered the gun. I had not thought of the acts that had occurred as criminal. I had feared silence and heroin and the Dolphin and even McKay, but I had never thought of the Law. I had never thought the words “crime” and “criminal.” They had never seemed to apply. Certainly not to McKay. What had McKay to do with crime? Murder, honor, yes; but crime?

The doorknob moved very slightly. I thought of shoot-outs and jails and what I would wear to a trial (I had no outfit that would do: no hat, no gloves; what would I wear?). McKay shut off the light and we waited in darkness. Viet Nam breathed heavily. Irene stood, now, in the doorway of the bedroom, in hair curlers and a robe and the shadow of a grin. Irene was enjoying the silence, the wait, the shadow of illegal acts—she was remembering the Orphans.

Slowly the door began to open and McKay followed the spill of hallway light with the sight of the .22. The large shadow of a man loomed in the doorway. The shadow hesitated and McKay reached out, grabbed the neck of the intruder in the crook of his arm, and held the gun against the shadow’s head. There was the sound of loud breathing, but no sirens and no blue colors of any peace officers.

“Brother,” the shadow gasped. “Brother.”

McKay loosened his grip and threw the shadow against the wall so that they now faced each other. There was a glimmer of colors. Irene’s face paled. McKay threw the gun to the floor. Even in the dark we knew the Dolphin.

“Brother,” the Dolphin said once more.

“Fucking Christ,” said Viet Nam. He stared at the skin paintings which covered the Dolphin. “I want you out of here. I want you all out.”

“Brother, you are nervous,” said the Dolphin as he switched on the light.

“Nervous?” said McKay. “Where the hell have you been? The Man’s after my ass, Flash won’t sell me shit, and you’re saying I’m nervous?”

“Nervous.” The Dolphin smiled.

“Nervous, shit,” said McKay.

“I said nervous,” said the Dolphin.

There was silence. I did not want to hear what would be said, and I did not want to see McKay admit his defeat.

“Nervous since the night at the creek,” said the Dolphin. He was using what he knew and he would not let McKay forget. The Dolphin was not about to let it be, to let the silence be.

“Yeah,” said McKay. “Yeah, all right. I’m edgy, what do you expect, I’m edgy.”

“Trust me,” said the Dolphin.

“McKay,” I said.

“I trust you,” McKay answered. He had no other answer, he had no choice. The Dolphin, who had stood by McKay’s side in the waterless creek, knew that McKay had no choice. He smiled.

“I got what you need,” the Dolphin said. He held an envelope of white powder in the air.

I walked out with McKay. We left Irene standing in the doorway and followed the Dolphin. In the street the Chevy waited, but its shine had been scraped away by sand and salt and night air.

“We all got secrets to keep,” said the Dolphin as he started the Chevy. McKay sat in the back seat and closed his eyes. I sat next to him and opened a window. The Dolphin drove. I leaned my head out of the window and counted clouds. “Trust me,” the Dolphin had said. All the way back to the Avenue I counted clouds and was silent. I could not look at the butterfly which moved like ice, or at McKay. I turned away.
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Often McKay did not return from the Avenue at night. I let it be until the whispers about Kind grew too loud, and then I looked for them. I looked for them at Monty’s, I peered into the darkness of the Tin Angel, I questioned each Orphan who sat drinking beer in the clubhouse beneath Munda’s Liquor Store. I walked into the apartment. Her painted eyes glowed wild and jade in the dark.

“I’ve been looking all over the Avenue for you,” I said. “And now I’ve found you.”

McKay’s jacket lay on the floor, the leather covered the wooden boards. There was darkness and heat and the sound of metal as my key hit the tabletop. There was movement in the bed.

“I’ll get her out of here,” he said.

“Don’t get her out of here.”

“I’ll get her out of here.”

“No, no, don’t let me interrupt you.”

“Look, don’t start up with me.”

“Don’t start up with you?” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me that before?” I would not have listened, but still I said, “Why didn’t you tell me that at the beginning?”

I switched on the light. Kind held a sheet around her. She smiled. I smiled back. We were coy as daggers. I walked to the bed and pulled the sheet from her hands. “I paid for this,” I said.

“I want you to forget about this,” McKay said to me. “I want you to forget about this because it doesn’t mean anything.”

“And what does?” I said. My voice was sharp, my mascara was heavy as lead. I was tired from searching for McKay, and I knew there was no market for used sheets. So I sat in the chair by the window and looked into the Avenue and waited for an answer.

“Well,” I said when McKay only shrugged, “what matters, then? What the fuck matters?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “O.K.? O.K.? I fucking well do not know, all right?”

“Terrific,” I said. “Terrific.”

“I’ll tell you what matters,” Kind said.

“Shut up,” McKay said.

“The Orphans matter, that’s what matters. And I’ll tell you something else,” she said to me.

McKay threw an ashtray across the room; ashes and cigarette butts scattered on the floor. “Shut up,” he said.

Kind tossed her head like a fox, and like a fox, she was silent. I stared at her. I was not jealous. Since we had returned from the beach to the Avenue I knew McKay was often absent at Orphan meetings. When he did not return to the apartment at night, I knew he was with someone else. When the Dolphin telephoned demanding to know where his “President” was, I said I did not know. But I knew. I knew McKay was after eyes other than mine, eyes that had not seen his hands shake or his head nod. And he was after eyes other than the Dolphin’s, eyes that had not seen Kid Harris turn in the waterless creek. He was after eyes that believed in the letters of the jacket, that believed in McKay.

I was not jealous, because he was mine. No matter how many nights he spent with Kind, McKay was mine. He belonged to the Dolphin, and he belonged to me. Kind read the golden letters the way McKay wanted them to be read, but the Dolphin and I saw them as McKay did—as a lie. So I was not jealous; it was too late now. I knew too much; he knew too much. And he belonged to me. Kind’s eyes were green. She saw what I could no longer see, and she was angry.

“You’re crazy,” she said to me. “You’re fucking crazy,” she said. She sat without the sheet covering her, and, although the summer sun had shone for months, her body was white. “I’m balling your man, you hear me? He’s been cheating on you and you just sit there.”

I shrugged. What did she know? Did the difference between being dumb and being smart have anything at all to do with knowing? Me, I knew: I knew Kind had been after the title of Number One Property, I knew McKay had been cheating on me. And I knew more than that: I knew McKay was a junkie. This was not an easy thing to know.

At first when he says he’s holding the dope for someone, he is believed. I believed it, you would believe it, everyone believes it. Later when his eyes are heavy-lidded and dark it is most probably a sty or the effect of too much gin and tonic. Surely. The needle is a friend’s; the works do not belong to him, they are a talisman to ward off evil spirits or they belong to the diabetic who lives in the next apartment. He doesn’t even know how the needle got into his vein; it was a frame-up, someone implanted it there as he slept.

This was not an easy thing to know; and I knew it. After all the tracks, after pawnshops began to display in their windows the electrical appliances that were once found in our apartment, I knew McKay had a habit.

So where were my smarts? How could I know so much and be so dumb? Why didn’t I walk out the door, or strangle Kind with the arm of a leather jacket, toss the heroin out the window, and kiss McKay goodbye? Come on. Did you expect me to do any of that?

Once I knew nothing about McKay and now I knew everything about him. This seemed as good a reason as any for not walking out the door. There are so many ways to stop the knowing, and I tried them all. I tried silence, I tried heroin, I tried calling it love. And then I stopped trying to call my dumbness any one of ten thousand names.

I submitted to the direction of the mood. I gave up reasons that were worthless when contemplating air. Reasons I gave back to the dust. It was the mood, and I was in it. No matter what I knew, it was my place to be dumb. And I was.

And when Kind said “Don’t you care?”, any answer would have been a lie.

“You’re crazy,” Kind said.

“Get out,” McKay said to her.

“You promised,” Kind said. “He promised me,” she told me.

McKay walked away from the bed. He lit a cigarette and smiled.

“Number One Property,” Kind said. “You promised.”

“He’s taken to lying,” I said.

“Hey,” McKay said.

“He’s taken to implying,” I said.

“He’s the President Of,” she said. McKay laughed deeply; he exhaled. He stood naked in darkness and smoke was heavy in the air.

“Forget that shit,” he said.

“McKay,” I said. Knowing it was one thing, saying it another. “McKay,” I said.

“All right. All right,” he said.

I smiled and shook my head. “Bastard,” I said and he shrugged.

“You’re crazy. You’re both crazy,” she said.

No, we were not that; we were only conspirators. And so we smiled. Conspirators in knowledge, in silence, in love; and so we smiled.

“Fuck you,” said Kind. “Fuck you and fuck the Orphans.”

McKay winked as well as he could, but his eyes were heavy and dark. As Kind stood and began to dress, McKay sat on the bed once more. He leaned far back into the pillows and closed his eyes.

He still cared—even now. I watched Kind dress, I watched McKay, his head in the pillows, his eyes closed.

“Some President,” Kind whispered. I saw the muscles in McKay’s face tighten. He was absent from official meetings. Rumors about him had begun on the Avenue. The muscles in his face grew tighter.

“I know,” Kind said to me. Her voice was angry. She was furious that we shrugged off what she had wanted for so long. “I know why you’re not jealous,” she said. “It’s because he can’t get it up, isn’t that it? Isn’t that why you’re not jealous?”

What did she want from love with a junkie? Or did she not know about McKay and heroin? Had the wind of the Avenue not yet carried that message to her and had she been too busy imagining herself as the Number One Property to run her fingers over the tracks in his arms or to count the veins?

“Kind,” I said. McKay’s eyes were still closed and Kind stood before a mirror, tossing her head like a fox and streaking eyeliner over her lids. “Go. Just go.”

“I’m going,” Kind said. “You can believe I’m going. And you can believe everyone on the Avenue, all of the Avenue, will know what I know.” They did already, and so McKay didn’t blink an eye and I walked into the kitchen and ran the water in the sink, and touched the coldness to my face and neck. “Did you hear me?” Kind said.

I heard her. What did she expect? An argument? I would give her none; I had none to give.

“I’m telling everything I know,” I heard Kind’s voice say as she slammed shut the door of the apartment. What could she tell? What could she know?

That McKay was a junkie, that he could no longer act the way a President should act, that he whispered in his sleep, that the Orphans no longer mattered to him, that he was a lousy lover, a liar? And that I was a fool, crazy, too dumb and in love even to be jealous? Was that what she knew and would tell? So let her know that, and let her tell that.

Too dumb and in love. I ran the cold water. It seemed the more I knew, the dumber I was. Now I knew McKay had a bad habit, I even knew which were his favorite veins. I knew what was most important: the Orphans and Honor were now dead for McKay. I knew that although heads still turned on the Avenue when McKay passed by, the Pack was not afraid of the President of the Orphans, who themselves talked about McKay at Presidentless meetings.

I knew more and more all the time. The Chevy remained parked waiting for its shine and its carburetor to be renewed, and I gave up marijuana and eye make-up and magazines so that McKay could have more money for dope. I was dumb and in love.

I walked back to McKay and sat near him. No apologies were offered; none were needed.

“I need money,” he said.

“Who doesn’t?” I said. But he hadn’t enough money to buy bullets for the .22, or enough to fill the Chevy’s gas tank. And he needed more and more dope: all the time, he needed more and more magic to close his eyes.

“The Dolphin will give you credit,” I said.

“Hah,” said McKay. “The Dolphin will give me shit.”

Flash would not deal to McKay; he was afraid of the Dolphin, afraid of his cousin Jose. And so the Dolphin now controlled two secrets: heroin and the waterless creek. It was true, he did not seem to believe in credit.

“I got to do something,” said McKay and he turned so that he lay on his stomach, so that his head was buried in pillows, so that I saw only his back.

I stroked his skin and said, “I can call Starry.”

“Flash won’t cop for me,” said McKay.

“Not about dope,” I said. “I won’t call her about dope.”

McKay turned and looked at me. “What you mean when you say what you’re saying, do you want to tell me what that’s supposed to mean?”

“I mean Starry knows how to get money,” I said, and I lit a cigarette and waited for his response.

“Jesus Christ,” he said. “Forget it. Jesus Christ, I ain’t that low.”

I had not known if he was or not. I still did not, and I wanted to know if he needed dope bad enough to consider allowing me to turn tricks.

“Is there another way?” I said. “Is there some other way to get money?”

“Yes,” said McKay. “There must be.”

“Yeah, you gonna become a bank president? Or maybe you can just race that Chevy, you only need a few hundred to fix it up. How, you tell me, how are you going to get money?”

McKay was silent. I walked to the phone, still wondering if he would really allow me to contact Starry. I dialed; he was silent.

Before Starry could answer, before McKay could respond, there was a knock at the door. I threw the receiver back into its cradle.

I answered the door: the Dolphin. “Ah,” I said, “it’s you.”

“Ah,” he answered, and his tattoos shone with sweat and color. “It’s me.”

“He’s busy,” I said. I thought McKay might be asleep; I thought he might not be asleep. I knew he did not want to see the Dolphin.

“He’s always busy lately,” said the Dolphin. I could not tell if the Dolphin looked at me through his dark sunglasses. Had that been a reference to Kind, to dope, to what? “Could it be he’s avoiding me?” the Dolphin said.

“What do I know?” I said.

“Too much,” said the Dolphin, and he walked past me into the apartment. “You know too much.”

McKay sat in bed. He had clothed himself in jeans and the leather jacket of the Orphans while I had talked in the doorway with the Dolphin.

“You giving me troubles, now,” the Dolphin said. “Now, why you want to go and give me troubles for?”

McKay shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean, brother.”

“Brother,” said the Dolphin, “you better get in line.”

“You want me in line?”

“I don’t care if you’re straight or not,” said the Dolphin. “All I want is the Avenue taken care of.”

“Who says the Avenue is yours?”

The Dolphin smiled. “You know it is,” he said.

If McKay wanted credit, this was not the way to get it. McKay shrugged. “Get off my case,” he said.

“I’ll do more than that.” The Dolphin smiled. “I’ll close your case permanently.”

“Really?” said McKay. “Really?”

I looked at McKay and frowned. He had enough trouble, why ask for more? What Starry had once said was true: there was no going against the Dolphin. He knew all. He did, why deny it? The Dolphin knew the secrets of the Avenue and which wind, north or south, carried each one.

“I don’t give a shit about your honor or your junk,” said the Dolphin. “You’re either President or you’re not. And,” the Dolphin said, as he held a pale envelope in the air, “I’ll crush you if I have to.”

McKay was silent. He turned away. “What do you want?” he said.

The Dolphin waited and then he said, “Your resignation.”

No Chevy, no Orphans, no money, no junk. I leaned against the cold plaster wall. My face was warm and I felt sick; I was silent and I watched them.

“If I say no?” said McKay.

“If you say no,” the Dolphin said. He removed his sunglasses; the butterfly’s wing circled one eye, and his gaze was pale and cold. “If you say no, then I would say your chances are no better than Cantinni’s were.”

Had he said what I thought he said? Had he implied what I thought he implied? How far would he take a lie, how far the truth, and what had he said? I stared at McKay and in the iris of his eye there was movement.

“Cantinni?” he said.

“President Of.” The Dolphin smiled. “Brother.”

“You threatening murder?”

“Political assassination.” The butterfly moved slightly, and the peacock’s feathers seemed to open and fan out beneath the Dolphin’s neck. “But then, I’m not threatening anything,” he said.

“Brother,” said McKay. “Brother.”

“Resign,” I said. “Give him the fucking jacket and resign.”

“Who is the President?” McKay asked.

“Jesus Christ, give it up,” I said.

“There was nothing?” he asked.

Even this, this one answer, the Dolphin would not give. He smiled.

“No,” McKay said. “No, I will not.”

The Dolphin shrugged. “Do what you want,” he said, and he turned to the door.

All three of us smiled at those words. Those ridiculous words. McKay laughed. “Brother,” he said.

“Brother,” answered the Dolphin.

They nodded at each other and the Dolphin walked to the door. He opened the latch, the wood moved, and then he hesitated. I could see McKay was in pain, he was hurting, he was dope sick. But he was silent, and only the beads of sweat on his forehead betrayed him.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” McKay said.

I didn’t want to hear. Yet I stood there and watched them and listened to McKay ask why he was never told there was no President of the Orphans, there was and never had been any honor. Only paintings that told no story, only the Dolphin, only a lie.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked.

The Dolphin smiled once more. There was almost a gentleness between the two, now that there were no secrets, no lies. “You never asked,” the Dolphin said, and McKay nodded. He could do no more than nod.

The Dolphin left us; he shut the door. McKay smiled; he smiled into the air. He reached out for a pack of cigarettes which lay on the wooden floor and I went to him to light the match. I had to go to him to light the match, for as the Dolphin shut the door, McKay’s hands began to shake.

At last, McKay had to reach out and hand the cigarette to me to kill in the ashtray I retrieved from across the room. From the place on the wooden boards where it had landed when it had been thrown. I watched him silently grasp one hand in the other, bend the fingers backward. But it was too late: his hands had begun to shake.
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He told me to hide anything that might be dangerous: knives, the .22, forks, rubbing alcohol, the telephone. He ate Seconals and watched quiz shows on TV. The tremors in his hands were terrible to see, and so I looked away.

There was no money and no chance of any. McKay was too sick without a fix to pull a heist and the Chevy was impounded by the auto repair mechanic in the garage below us as collateral on two months’ back rent. The stereo system had already been sold to T.J. and Gina, but we decided against hocking the TV. We needed more to look at than the walls and each other and the shaking of his hands.

We also needed cigarettes and food that would satisfy McKay’s craving for sweets. I left him sitting in bed, covered by a quilt and questioning the answers of Jeopardy. I walked to Monty’s where I could still get credit. At the candy store I could charge packs of cigarettes and sodas.

I walked down the Avenue. When I reached Monty’s there was a gathering of Orphans at the doorway. I walked on by, brushing shoulders with Tosh, elbowing my way through Kind and Leona. I avoided their eyes and was silent.

Inside the candy store the air was dark and cool, laced with the odor of malt and tobacco. I sat at the counter and rested my purse full of razor blades and steak knives on the linoleum. Afraid of outgoing calls to the city, to a connection, I had hidden the phone in a dresser drawer, the rubbing alcohol in the vegetable bin of the refrigerator, and I carried with me anything else that might be dangerous to McKay.

“Credit?” I said to Monty. When he nodded I ordered a soda, several packs of cigarettes, a half dozen Mr. Goodbars, and cans of Coke. I wanted to leave the store right away and get back to McKay, but I did not want to pass the Orphans again. So I sipped a vanilla Coke and smoked several cigarettes.

I watched Tosh, Leona, Kind, the Marine, and the rest through the plate-glass window, waiting for them to leave. Monty leaned his elbows on the countertop. “What do you know?” I said distractedly, my eye on the Orphans.

Monty shrugged. “I know McKay’s got a habit he can’t fix with Coca-Cola,” he said.

I smiled. “What else is new?”

We were silent for a while. The store was empty except for an occasional customer buying ice cream or a copy of the Daily News. The bells above the door jangled softly. Tosh and the Orphans walked in, filling the candy store with silence and leather.

“Oh shit,” I said softly.

Monty moved away, retreating to the far end of the counter. Tosh sat on the stool nearest me, and the other Orphans and Property stood behind us. The candy store was very narrow and the backs of the Orphans rubbed up against airplane models and teddy bears.

“Sister,” said Tosh.

“Didn’t know we were related,” I said. I wondered how much was known. What Kind knew could not hurt McKay; what the Dolphin knew could.

“Well,” Tosh said, running a hand over his shaven head, “if you’re still with McKay I guess we ain’t related.”

They knew something. “I’m still with him,” I said.

“Then you’re against the Orphans,” he said.

“And with a junkie,” Kind said.

There was silence.

“I’m still with the President of the Orphans.”

“Wrong,” said Tosh.

“You’re sitting next to the President of the Orphans right now,” said Leona.

I looked at Tosh and he smiled. “Bullshit,” I said, but I thought, “Of course.” Of course the Dolphin would choose Tosh, a soldier who was used to taking orders and who would never let honor or words get in the way. Tosh would protect the Avenue for the Dolphin and never ask questions. “Bullshit you’re the President,” I said.

“Tell McKay,” Tosh said.

“You tell him,” I said.

Tosh hesitated. He looked at the other Orphans for support. “Oh yeah?”

The Dolphin was no fool. I had to smile.

“Yeah,” I said. “You want McKay to know you think you’re President of the Orphans, you tell him.”

I reached for the brown paper bag which held the last of my credit (I figured McKay and I owed Monty thirty-five dollars’ worth of sugar and tobacco now) and threw the Coke and cigarettes into my purse alongside the steak knives and razor blades. I could tell they knew nothing about McKay and the creek; they suspected nothing about the Dolphin and Cantinni’s murder. But they knew enough.

Monty was winking at me. I thought of the silver locket I wore and wondered if that was why; or if the movement of the old man’s lids was merely an intertwining of eyelashes. I rose from the counter. Kind stood in front of me so that I would have to push by her to leave the narrow candy store.

“Kind,” I said, “don’t give me any shit.”

“You already got all the shit you could ever need.” She smiled. I smiled too. We were sweet as cyanide and calm as electric wire. Her neck touched the paw of a teddy bear as she moved aside.

“Sister,” I said.

“Sister,” she answered.

The Orphans parted, leaving a thin aisle for me to walk through. I was on the Avenue, once more walking on the hot cement. I didn’t look back.

I walked for a while, for some reason thinking not of McKay or of Kind, but of Danny the Sweet. I was no longer afraid to think of the Sweet. I wanted to think of him and not of Kind’s eyes or the tracks on McKay’s arm. I smiled and walked on. The cans of soda in my purse made sloshing noises as they hit against the knives and other dangerous metals.

I stopped at a corner to wait for a light; someone was following me. I turned my head to glance over my shoulder but behind me the Avenue was still. I was nervous; I cracked my knuckles and stood first on one foot and then the other. When the light turned green I looked left, I looked right, I looked behind me. And then I ran.

Behind me I heard the sound of boot heels on cement. A block before the auto repair shop and the apartment where McKay waited I turned into an alleyway. It was cool and dark in the narrow shelter of gray and red bricks. I leaned against the wall and breathed deeply. I saw black leather. I held my breath and watched the entrance to the alleyway where a black jacket sleeve hesitated. I bit my thumb. A figure moved into the entrance of the alley; his shadow blotted out the sun. He walked toward me and I thought of the darkness in the creek and the touch of Kid Harris. He hesitated, and I saw that the leather jacket was too large for him who wore it, that the cuffs fell to the knuckles. I saw that the black leather covered Tony.

“Goddamn you,” I said. My heartbeat grew slower, my pulse calmed. Ivy that had once been green climbed up the brick walls around us. “Goddamn you, kid,” I said.

I knew Tony had often followed McKay around on the Avenue, but I didn’t want him following me.

“I want to see McKay,” he said.

I lit a cigarette and, what the hell, I offered Tony one. What did I care about lungs that were only fourteen years old?

“Forget it,” I said.

“Don’t give me loose talk,” said Tony. But I wouldn’t buy any jive toughness from a kid who was too short and thin to find the correct-size leathers.

“Hey, I said forget it, boy,” I told him. “McKay is sick. And he’s not seeing anyone.”

“He’ll be a lot sicker,” Tony said and began to walk away.

Not bad, I thought, not a bad line for a kid.

“All right,” I said. “All right, tell me what you know.”

Tony turned to face me. “There’s a meeting tonight. I hear they vote against him tonight.”

“All right,” I said. I walked out into the sunlit Avenue.

Tony followed. “All right?” he said.

I stopped before the Esso station. We stood with our feet in streams of gasoline and oil.

“All fucking right,” I said. “I’ll tell him.”

“If there’s trouble, I want to be there, see?” Tony said.

“You punk,” I said. We moved from the gas-station driveway to allow an impatient Firebird entry. I wanted to smile, but knew he would put the moves on me to bring him along if I did. “I’ll tell him you were the one who found out about the meeting.”

Tony scowled. “Yeah?” he said.

“Yeah.”

I left him standing on the street. When I opened the door of the apartment McKay was asleep. The empty Seconal bottle lay by his side and his face was covered with a film of sweat. The TV droned on with no audience: Monty Hall was giving trips around the world to human asparagus, Cadillacs to life-size chickens. I turned off the volume.

“McKay,” I said. If I could I would take the leather jacket with the letters “President Of” and throw it onto the Avenue to be fought over and pulled apart by souvenir collectors. I couldn’t. And I knew McKay couldn’t do anything but attend the Official Monthly Meeting of the Orphans. “McKay,” I said, “they meet tonight.”

He opened his eyes. “Fuck it,” he said. He rose and dressed quickly. For a minute I saw the President of the Orphans. “I got to get off first,” he said.

“I have Darvon.”

“Darvon, shit. Starry’s always holding.”

“Flash only cops enough for her. He’s not dealing, so forget it.” I was tired. I sat on the bed and opened a can of Coke.

McKay rummaged through my purse and found the Darvon. He ate several. “I ain’t fucking prepared,” he said. “What time tonight?”

“What do you care?”

“Hey, what do you care if I care?”

We became silent and watched a wordless news broadcast on TV.

“Who’s my replacement?” he said finally.

“Tosh,” I said. McKay threw back his head and laughed hoarsely. “Tell them about Cantinni,” I said. “Tell them the Dolphin murdered Cantinni. That’ll get Tosh nervous.” Why was I giving him advice on the how-to’s of reinstating himself as President? I shut up even before he said, “Shut up. There’s no proof about that.”

“There’s no proof that you shot Kid Harris in the back.”

He scowled. “I saw it. And that’s the proof.”

I shrugged; it was his war.

“I’m going to steal the Chevy,” McKay said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll help,” I said. And McKay smiled.

We walked down to the closed garage. McKay jarred the lock open with his switchblade. As we silently pushed the Chevy into the street I felt McKay struggle with the weight of the car. He was not in shape to meet the Orphans; he was wasted. The Darvons had slowed his speech and movements. I ran back past barrels of auto parts and rows of tires McKay himself might have stolen and stealthily closed the garage door.

“Stealing my own fucking car,” McKay said as he started the engine and steered the Chevy out into the Avenue. The Chevy roared past the White Castle and the Esso station, past the gray stone chapel of St. Anne’s. In a schoolyard corner kids shot baskets, and outside apartment buildings men in white sleeveless undershirts sat on stoops drinking beer. I looked for tremors in McKay’s hands, but they held steady to the wheel.

Motorcycles idled outside the Tin Angel Bar and radio music sang into the air of the Avenue. As the sun moved lower in the sky the streets glowed with pink iridescence; the crackle of nighttime neon was beginning. We drove nearer and nearer to the liquor store.

“McKay,” I said as he parked the Chevy in the parking lot of a 7-Eleven Food Store around the corner from the clubhouse.

“Will you get some wine?” he said.

“McKay,” I said. I wanted to tell him that his retaining the office of President of the Orphans meant nothing to me.

“Get some wine,” he said. “And check out the situation.”

I walked around the corner. The Orphans’ cars were parked in the alley near Munda’s. In the liquor store the night clerk sat leafing through the pages of a magazine. When I picked up a bottle of Thunderbird wine and walked to the register he quickly threw the magazine under the counter.

“I.D.,” he said. The clerk’s face was white and thin. His fingers tapped on the counter, anxious to be rid of me and back to the magazine.

“I.D. your mother,” I said. “This is for McKay. He wants it on his account.”

The clerk nodded at the mention of McKay’s name. He packaged the bottle of wine in a brown paper bag. In the Chevy McKay sat smoking a cigarette and staring into the air.

“It’s cool,” I said. As cool as it could be.

McKay opened the wine and drank with the bottle still covered with brown paper.

“Darvon and Thunderbird?” I said.

“Hey,” he said. I shrugged my shoulders. It was easier to get credit at a liquor store than with a dealer of junk.

When he had finished half the bottle the Avenue was dark.

“Stay here,” he said.

He opened the door and began to walk. I opened my door and stepped over empty and crushed Slurpee cups. I followed him. He knew that I would and he reached behind him and offered me his hand. I accepted and entwined my fingers with his.

Light and smoke drifted from the open basement windows of the clubhouse. We walked down the stairs and McKay opened the door.

I stood behind him as he went into the basement. Though it was warm in the clubhouse, I held my arms around myself as if I were cold, and I followed him. Silence greeted us. Smoke and silence and the eyes of Mick Jagger glaring from a poster.

McKay’s pink motorcycle goggles glittered under the basement’s electric lights. “Brothers,” he said. The silence continued. I sat down on an orange crate near the door. I thought of leaving, I thought of a million reasons and none why McKay would want to attend the Official Monthly Meeting. I lit a cigarette and crossed my legs.

Tosh sat in a large chair. Behind him stood the Dolphin. The colors of the tattoos cast a reflection upon Tosh’s shaven head.

“Brothers,” McKay said once more. He nodded to the Property. “Sisters.”

“McKay,” Tosh said. He hesitated, running his tongue over his lips as if tasting for the words he wanted to use. “McKay,” he said, “get your ass outa here.”

“Yeah?” McKay said. He struck a match on his fingernail, lit a cigarette, and snuffed the match with his thumb. He inhaled. “Yeah?”

Even though his hands shook, the way he lit a match could silence a room; the way he inhaled smoke could force dozens of eyes to widen. McKay. I smiled. I knew why I had followed him to the clubhouse: to see him light one match.

The Dolphin moved from where he stood and faced McKay in the center of the room.

“McKay,” he said. “Just in time.”

McKay smiled. He threw the cigarette to the floor and crushed it with his boot heel.

“Just in time,” said the Dolphin. “We need the jacket, you see. We need the jacket of the President of the Orphans.”

They stared at each other and fought with their eyes. In the center of one pair was the waterless creek; in the center of the other the betrayal of Cantinni.

“Brother,” said McKay. “You gonna have to take it. You want this fucking jacket, you gonna have to take it.” He smiled again.

The Dolphin signaled the Orphans, and Tosh and the Marine walked toward McKay. Each held a leather sleeve; each held one of McKay’s arms. McKay looked at Tosh, then at Martin the Marine. He smiled and then he moved quickly, wrenching one arm free and catching Tosh’s jaw with his fist.

When they held McKay on the floor, I turned away. I did not watch as they slipped the jacket from him and left him lying on the cement with blood on his face and the pink motorcycle goggles shattered.

When there was silence once more I looked: Tosh held the leather jacket above him in the air and McKay lay clothed only in jeans and a T-shirt. His arms could now be seen: they were scarred and covered with abscesses and I felt as if I had never before seen that part of his body.

Tosh cloaked himself in McKay’s jacket and sat rubbing at his jaw. McKay lay motionless. I had known he could not fight them all, but still I held my hand to my mouth, and I bit far into the skin of my palm.

The Dolphin stood above McKay. He reached into a pocket and then held two pale envelopes in the air. “Severance pay,” he said. The Dolphin threw the envelopes of heroin on the floor. McKay reached for them and tucked them into his boot. Then he stood up, nodded to the Dolphin, to the Orphans, and to the Property. “Brothers,” he said. “Sisters.”

He walked toward the clubhouse door. I wondered if he had forgotten me. Then he walked out the door and his boot heels sounded farther and farther away.

I did not move. I tasted blood. There were tooth marks on my palm and blood trickled across my skin. The room was silent. Tosh delicately touched the leather of the jacket he wore. The Dolphin stood behind him once more. And then I thought of the envelopes and then I thought of the other President of the Orphans, Cantinni. And again of the envelopes.

“What’s in them?” I asked.

The Dolphin smiled. I thought of arsenic, of strychnine. “Poison,” I said.

“Not necessarily,” said the Dolphin.

“Poison,” I said.

“Heroin,” he said.

“Heroin? A gift of heroin?”

“Enough for two fixes, or for one.”

“A gift?” I said.

“Ain’t nothing,” the Dolphin said, “for an honorable man who finds out there is no honor.”

Nothing but suicide. Nothing but the dance with the ghostly white powder. I ran from the basement, the Dolphin’s laughter in my ear, his words forcing me to run faster. The Chevy was still parked in the 7-Eleven lot. McKay could not be far away.

I ran back to Munda’s Liquor Store and the clubhouse. In the alley the Orphans’ cars were still parked. And there I stopped: he lay beside the cement wall. The needle was still in his arm. I crouched and rocked back and forth on my heels, holding my arms around my knees. I thought if I did not keep my head down I would be sick. My throat made strange noises. He looked very cold lying there on the cement in nothing but jeans and a T-shirt. His body was raised slightly away from the cement. His chest moved. The skin was a pale bluish color, and when I reached to touch him he was cold. But still his chest moved and the liquid in his veins still flowed.

The night clerk from Munda’s Liquor Store saw us when he began to unload empty crates in the alleyway.

“It was an accident,” I whispered as the night clerk ran to dial for an ambulance.

I watched McKay breathe until I heard sirens on the Avenue. Then I closed my eyes. Boot heels and stretcher wheels were close by. When the attendants circled around us the moon was high and there was a hot night wind. I raised my head and watched them lift McKay to the stretcher. I was glad to see that they placed the oxygen mask over his face very gently.

“It was an accident,” I said as I watched them take him away.
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DOING TIME

1

For six months I did what women do: I waited. This is what women are taught to be good at. It’s said that a woman’s life is merely preparation for the primal nine-month wait. Whatever the reason, they do it well. Sometimes they drink or bite their fingernails down to the wrist. They count stars and initials and wait: for something to happen, for something to pass, to change, to begin, to end. In wide cotton blouses beside empty cradles there is the wait for a child; in black and veils there is the wait for death. In bathrobes and with painted eyes, with the counting of stars and the turning of glossy magazine pages, there is the wait for him, for the man. There is always the wait for him.

How do women occupy themselves during the wait and why, in fact, do they wait? Interesting questions to which interesting answers have been formulated at the cocktail parties of the world, in the conference and lecture halls of the universe. The interpretation now served up has never been certified, clarified, or cooked in butter and garlic. No apologies; the cooking metaphor cannot be escaped. They bake; they clean; they watch TV and talk; they sleep at night or they are forced to the Seconal bottle; they kiss their children, or they beat them; they wish that they had never had children to clutter up the waiting, or they wish they had children to fill the waiting. They walk; they drink coffee; they drink gallons of gin or of wine; they place their heads in the ovens or under the hair driers; they call fifty men into their bedroom at one time, or they never turn their eyes to men. They watch second hands and suns and moons; they find ways to fill the waiting.

And the reason they wait is that they do not know they have a choice. The reason they wait is that they do it so well; because it is what they are expected to do.

A commonplace occurrence, an expected side effect while waiting is the act of crying. It is very common, while waiting, to drop tears in the lettuce leaves or between the lines of a letter. And although experts occasionally must be called in to remove hot teardrops from within the burners of the stove, or to unclog a sob from the motor of the dishwasher, the act of crying is nothing unusual. It is very common.

And do women complain of all this waiting? Sometimes; sometimes some of them complain. Some of them are allowed to complain, allowed to pull at their hair, to wail, or to list their complaints in lipstick or ink upon the wall. Those that do this do it well. Some complain, but most do not.

Either way, they wait. Usually, they wait for men. Men who are in offices or in jail. They wait for men to go away; they wait for them to come home. They wait for men to live; and it’s true, many of them wait for men to die. They also do this well; even if the waiting takes a lifetime, they do it well.

Mostly, they wait to stop waiting. I stayed on the Avenue without him in the late summer, while McKay kicked a heroin habit in a six-by-eight cell on Rikers Island. The Chevy, towed from the 7-Eleven lot by the auto repair mechanic, paid my rent. And in the early fall, while McKay played dominoes and awaited trial, I began to work behind the counter at Monty’s. By the time McKay was sent to Omen House, a rehabilitation center on Jones Street, I had already perfected the formula of the chocolate egg cream.

McKay did not write letters of more than one line. Any news was filtered through Jose, who officially had nothing to do with the Orphans or the Avenue, but who had asked the court to send McKay someplace softer than a jailhouse. Once or twice a week Jose would come to the darkened apartment. He talked continuously while we drank scotch and smoked reefer and made love. I did not feel I was cheating on McKay; I only felt I was waiting. And while Jose babbled in the living room, in the kitchen, in bed, I imagined McKay’s eyes and silence. Jose sometimes comforted me, for an hour or two. But when he left, when he walked out the door and took with him his badge and his stories, I was lonelier than ever. So I wrote letters.

Alone in the apartment or standing behind the counter at Monty’s with one shoe off and the corner kids demanding sodas or cigarettes, I wrote letters. While Monty counted change in the register or after Jose had closed the door and the lock of the apartment had been bolted, I wrote letters. I did not write of death or suicide, of dope or the Orphans; I wrote only of love and the changes in the weather. I received no answers; only one-line messages signed with McKay’s name.

I saw the Orphans, but did not approach them. They ignored me, erased me as they had erased Starry. I visited Irene at her apartment on days when Viet Nam worked late and I did not have to listen to his snickering questions about McKay. Starry and Flash rarely came to the Avenue, but when they did, we would meet at the Tin Angel for drinks and jukebox music. But mostly, aside from Jose’s visits and the habit of walking daily to work with Tony, I was alone. I was alone and I waited, for changes in the weather and for McKay.

When the air of the Avenue had grown very cold and ice had frozen upon the cement sidewalks, I discovered at the bottom of the auto repair shop mailbox a thick envelope addressed to me. McKay’s handwriting had scrawled out our Avenue address. I did not want to open it.

I carried the unopened letter with me as I walked from the dark oil-spattered auto shop. Across the Avenue the attendants at the Esso station wore thick, hooded sweatshirts. Tony was waiting for me in the driveway, where he waited for me every day. He walked silently at my side to Monty’s. It was not that Tony liked me; he had no use for me. But he was McKay’s protégé, McKay had written one of his one-line messages to Tony asking him to keep an eye on me, and that forced Tony to walk with me to the candy store each day. And although Tony scowled and lit a cigarette when I tried to talk to him, I knew he was not with me only to act as a protector. He simply had no one else to walk with. Tony was not of the Orphans, and McKay had drawn him away from the corner kids. How could Tony walk with the gang that sniffed glue in schoolyards when he already knew how to roll a joint quicker and tighter than anyone on the Avenue, when he had already popped heroin?

The morning was early and still dark. Tony stopped at a red light and struck a match to a Camel. I did not like him much, but I had no one else to walk with.

When we reached Monty’s Tony held the door open for me, and we walked past the stacks of morning newspapers that lay tied in bundles on the cold cement.

“Always such a pleasure to see you two charmers in the morning,” Monty said.

Tony and I raised eyebrows. “He’s hit the bottle already,” Tony said.

As Tony carried the print-smelling copies of the Daily News inside and I hung my winter coat on a hook, Monty retreated to the dusty back room. With a countergirl he could trust with the cash register, Monty was free to drink away each day. He was rarely seen behind the counter anymore; instead he rested on a faded chintz couch amid the dust and newspapers of the back room.

I served coffee, newspapers, cigarettes, and muffins to the early-morning rush of truck drivers and school kids. Tony sat in the telephone booth, turning the pages of a Superman comic and smoking cigarettes. When the store had emptied, I poured coffee for myself and sat on a stool. I held a letter in the air. Tony raised his eyes from the comic and watched me.

“McKay?” he said, and I nodded. “You gonna read it?”

Again I nodded, and slit the envelope open with a knife. I was used to one-line messages; the thickness of the envelope made me uncomfortable. I feared the contents. I cut my finger on the sharp edge of the envelope when I reached in and drew out the letter. Inside the one sheet of lined loose-leaf paper was money; bills fell onto the counter.

Tony dropped the comic on the floor and stood behind me. I began to count, but when I saw two hundred-dollar bills, I stopped. “A lot of money,” I said softly.

I handed it to Tony for counting, and unfolded the loose-leaf paper.

Darling,

Like Baby Perez is always saying, “The day is dawning.” A weekend pass this Saturday—if I do good I’m out on parole. Meet me under the Arch at ten. Be there. Don’t hang me up or make me wait. Just be there. Baby Perez has advised I say nothing in this letter—everything can and will be used against me. I heard you’re figuring to invest your money—I advise Chevrolet stock. You might even buy back now what was once sold. Take my advice. And be there.

Sincerely,

McKay

I lit a cigarette. Tony was holding the money and staring at me. “What does he say?”

“He says to buy the Chevy back.”

Tony smiled now. “He’s something. He’s something. He’s going to start to race again.”

I didn’t think that was what McKay had in mind. It wasn’t hard to guess how the money McKay sent had been earned. Baby Perez was probably someone with connections to money; no socialite or jet-setter could be found at Rikers or in Omen House. Something illegal, something profitable.

I untied the white kitchen apron I wore and reached for my coat.

“What you doing?” Tony said.

“What you care?” I said.

We stared at each other. Tony scowled, disappointed by any exclusion from plans concerning McKay.

“The city,” I said finally. I planned to stay overnight at Starry’s. Once McKay was back on the Avenue, his disapproval, his dark glare would keep me away from her.

“I’ll drive you,” Tony said.

“Bullshit you’ll drive me. With what car? With what license?”

“The Chevy. We’ll get the Chevy.”

I shook my head. I would not drive in the Chevy without McKay. I stood before a wall mirror, combed my hair, and watched the reflection of the silver locket I wore. “Monty,” I called. The response was a mumbled echo from the back room. “Monty, I have to go.” Still he did not answer me. I walked to the cash register and rang a no sale; the noise of the drawer opening and the ringing of the register brought Monty to the doorway between the back room and the store. Monty held a finger in the air.

“Stealing?” he said.

“I have to go.”

“Desertion.”

“McKay’s got a pass,” I said.

“Don’t think I’m supporting McKay or any of his habits when he gets out just because you’re working here.”

“Who asked you to do anything?”

“Well, don’t ask me to do anything.”

“O.K.,” I said. “O.K.” We glared at each other.

“Do you need an advance?” Monty asked.

“I could use some money.”

Monty waved his arm in the air. “Take a ten,” he said without looking at me.

I dipped my hand into the register. “Just one ten,” he warned.

“I’ll pay you back,” I told him as I tied a silk scarf around my head and threw my navy-blue winter coat around my shoulders.

“Go on with you,” Monty muttered. “And at least do me the favor of ridding me of that.” He pointed at Tony.

I placed gloves over my fingers, and fingers over the doorknob. I looked back at Monty. He had picked up an old dishrag and was mopping the already clean countertop. I hesitated.

“Go on with you. Go on with you,” he chanted. With a move of his arm he waved my hesitation away.

I bolted out the door into the cold street and down the Avenue toward the subway station. Tony followed me. “You’re not coming with me,” I said to his shadow.

He followed me silently, walking with me down the cement steps and onto the platform. Tony stood against the wall and smoked a cigarette. “You have the money?” I asked him. He nodded. “Use it,” I said.

“Me?”

“I ain’t talking to nobody else. You can pay the mechanic off as well as me.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, yeah.”

“Just pay him off and leave the Chevy. Wait there for McKay,” I warned.

A train rattled down the track toward us. The air was smoky cold. When the train stopped, I walked into the car; the door slammed shut, and I watched Tony continue to stand on the platform. Finally I looked away, and then as the train began to move, I closed my eyes, counting the stops that would take me to Starry.

I walked in and out of subway cars and then into the air like a sleepwalker, dreaming of the next day’s meeting with McKay. I went into a shop. Loud radio music blasted out of speakers attached to the store awnings, posters with low prices on them covered the plate glass. I walked in crowded aisles picking up a toothbrush, two pairs of panties, a thin black turtleneck sweater, and some cheap lilac perfume.

I knocked at Starry’s door and then waved my hand at the peephole. Flash let me in.

“Sister,” he said. “How goes it?”

“It goes well. McKay goes free.”

“No shit? Starry,” he called into the kitchen, “McKay’s been sprung. In the process?” he asked me, and I nodded. “McKay’s in the process of being sprung.”

“Big deal,” Starry’s voice called from the kitchen.

I laughed. “Starry, be nice.”

Starry came into the living room. “I could never be that,” she said.

I threw my paper bag full of cheap merchandise onto the floor and sat on the couch. Starry was tiny still, but no eye would mistake her for a child now, with her platinum hair and not-so-fine lines around her huge eyes.

Flash sat down and rolled a joint. “What’s this I hear about you and my cousin?” he said.

“You hear trash.”

“Could be trash, ’cause I heard it from my cousin himself.”

“It was a way to pass the time.”

“Please,” Starry said. “I can think of a million better ways.”

“He’s my cousin, I know,” said Flash. “But a cop?”

“Get off my case,” I said.

Starry threw her hands in the air, palms facing me. “Off,” she said.

We passed a joint among us. When that was done, we smoked another.

“Baby Perez,” I said.

“Yeah,” Flash said.

“You know him?” I asked.

“I know of him,” said Flash. “He deals in powders. Cocaine and speed.”

“And what of him?” I said.

“One evil baby, that man is,” said Flash.

I believed now that, had I examined the bills, I might have detected the dust of amphetamine or cocaine.

“As long as it’s not heroin,” I said.

“And some smack,” Flash said. “I hear he deals some smack.”

“Shit,” I whispered. Another, a newer contact to heroin.

We smoked reefer and watched TV through the afternoon. In the early evening the dealer came to the door. Flash went into the dark hallway to talk business and score some smack for Starry and I could only glimpse the dealer’s pale green eyes looking lazily into the apartment.

“Did he kick?” Starry whispered to me.

“McKay?” I said.

“McKay, does he still have a habit?”

“No, how could he connect to any dope in the slammer?”

“So he did it,” she said. He had had no choice but to quit heroin; what had Starry expected?

“I won’t,” she whispered. “I know I won’t be able to.”

“Do you want to?” I whispered, watching the dealer’s broad-brimmed hat and Flash’s hands moving in a bargaining gesture.

Starry laughed hoarsely. “No,” she said. “I can’t.”

“Get busted. That’ll solve your problem.”

Starry’s eyes widened. “I’m not getting busted,” she said. She placed a hand on her flat stomach. “What I’m getting is worse than busted.”

We looked at each other. From the hallway came the sound of mumbled voices and laughter.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“I have to get rid of it. It. It. I have to get rid of it.” Starry’s whisper rose in pitch.

“Starry,” I said. “What do you do?”

“Come on,” she whispered with her eyes aimed toward the doorway. “I do what I’ve done before. But him,” she nodded toward Flash. “He’s never been through this before. He’ll try to stop me. He’ll try and force me to keep some fucking screaming junkie baby in this apartment. I can’t tell him I need an abortion, and I don’t have a goddamn cent of my own.”

“If I had any money,” I began.

“What about this Perez?” she said, her voice urgent. “He’s rich. I hear he’s got control of the crystal in two boroughs and he’s rich.”

I shook my head. “He’s a friend of McKay’s.”

“No,” she said. “No, I don’t want anything to do with McKay, you hear?”

“All right,” I whispered as Flash closed the door on the dealer and walked back into the apartment. There was a spring in his step and his smile was broad. “Got it,” he said as he sat down close to Starry and put his arm around her shoulders.

Starry smiled weakly and kissed Flash’s cheek. “Good work,” she said.

“What you looking at, girl?” Flash chided me. I would not have believed it: Starry was pretending, yes, but it was the pretense that goes along with love. I did not answer. They said good night to me and walked arm in arm, the glassine envelopes in Starry’s hand, into the bedroom. That night I could not sleep. I turned constantly on the couch, walked the length of the living room, opened the refrigerator door and examined cheese and orange juice. When the sun rose, I dressed in the black turtleneck I had bought with Monty’s advance money and sat alone at the kitchen table drinking coffee and reading the ingredients of a cereal package.

I counted minutes, not wanting to be late, not wanting to keep McKay waiting. Before eight o’clock I scrawled a note across the rough texture of a paper towel, touched lilac to my neck and throat, stood at the door of the silent apartment for a while, and then I walked out into the street. I rode buses that morning; I did not want to go underground.

By the time I had ordered toast and butter and a large Coke in a pancake house on West Fourth Street, it was nine-thirty. I left my breakfast untouched and walked toward Washington Square. Around me there was snow, and sleepers blanketed with overcoats lay upon cement benches. I waited under the Arch.

At ten o’clock I lit a cigarette; at ten-fifteen another. I stood directly under the Arch, thinking that McKay would not see me if I stood to the right or to the left. An hour passed. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other and waited. I felt him near before I saw him. When I turned, sun fell into my eyes, and I had to shade my sight with my hand.

McKay stood before me. He smiled. I whispered his name. Dressed in a black military coat and a leather cap, he smoked a cigarette and stood with a woolen scarf wrapped around his neck, his hands in his pockets. Snow fell, and my feet and hands felt numb. His hair no longer fell long about his shoulders, and his pink motorcycle goggles were gone.

McKay walked toward me, and it seemed I could not look into his eyes. There were months between us, and the ground we stood upon was not the Avenue, and I was not yet sure he was not a stranger. I held my arms around him; cold air and overcoat material came between us. I closed my eyes and held my face against his; we held each other for a long time, and I listened to him whisper. The air was very cold; my hands and feet were numb. The snow continued to fall, and, though I had waited, I did not yet want to look into his eyes.
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Baby Perez, McKay told me, had women in every borough of New York. One of them rented an apartment on MacDougal Street with income from IBM dividends. I hesitated at the door of the apartment building. But McKay promised privacy, and there really was nowhere else to go. So I followed him through the door.

The curtains were drawn. No electricity shone, yet the apartment was bright: sunlight filtered in through the covered windows, and the living room was decorated in white. I sat on a white couch and unzipped my boots. I could no longer feel my feet. Baby Perez stood behind a bar mixing drinks. His face was sallow, his hair long and wild. He wore a dark mustache and beard, and pierced through one ear was a small gold hoop.

I stared at the black-and-white silk shirt. “Who is this Perez?” I whispered to McKay.

“Who is Perez?” Perez said. “Baby Perez is a gypsy, and good at whatever he does.”

McKay laughed and told me that Perez’s lawyer had pleaded a habit to get him six months at Omen House rather than several years upstate. Perez, however, was and always had been clean. He was a dealer, not a user, and had people working for him in Brooklyn and the Bronx. The only clients he dealt with personally were—Perez now interrupted—“rock stars and rich bitches.” Once again McKay laughed.

“The money you sent?” I said.

“An advance,” McKay said, and he smiled at Perez. “We’re going into business.”

Perez smiled at me. Some of his teeth were gold. I was not impressed.

“What business?”

“Darling,” McKay said.

“We going to take the Avenue by storm,” Perez said.

“You don’t know the Dolphin,” I said.

Perez shrugged. “A fish.”

“You don’t know.”

“But I do,” McKay said, and I was silent. “We’re going to take over. Perez becomes the connection for the entire Avenue, and we take over.”

“We have to go through this again?” I said to McKay.

“Again and again,” he said.

“Do what you want.”

“Do what I want.” He laughed softly.

Perez handed me a double scotch and water, and McKay walked to the bar and returned sipping from a bottle of Chivas Regal. We drank the afternoon away.

“I’ve got business to attend to,” Perez said finally. He was indeed a hustler: a weekend pass and all Perez could think of was dealing. He tossed a key to McKay and said, “Later.”

“Later,” McKay said, and Perez sauntered out of the apartment. McKay and I were left silent and alone amid the white decor. I sipped scotch until I could feel the warmth down to my feet and then I turned to McKay.

“You’re insane,” I said to him.

“Tell me about it.” He laughed.

But I would not tell him about it. I would not mention death, the Dolphin, or the needle. I shook my head and refused.

“I’m no frigging idiot,” McKay said softly. “I know the Dolphin’s tricks, but I’m going to get him.”

“Honor,” I said.

“Honor, like hell,” said McKay. “Just a little no-good nastiness.”

“You couldn’t fight the Dolphin before.”

“Bullshit. I didn’t know how pure that junk he gave me was.”

“McKay,” I said. He lied; I knew he lied. In the alley behind the Orphans’ clubhouse, McKay had committed suicide. I had touched the coldness of his body, had heard the labored breathing.

“Don’t give me any crap,” McKay warned, and I let it be for a while. We kissed like strangers and drank more scotch.

“You’re straight?” I asked and McKay sighed. “Are you going to be straight?”

“I’m going to be smart.”

“Oh shit,” I said. More war and more dope, and more waiting.

“Let’s drop it,” McKay said. “Let’s drop any talk of the Avenue.”

McKay walked across the room and turned on a stereo. I counted the ribs of my turtleneck sweater. When he returned to sit near me, he said, “So, what’s the story with the Orphans?” He looked unconcerned, lit a cigarette.

“I don’t see much. I don’t hear much.”

“What do you know?” he insisted. “Who do you see?”

“I’ve seen Tosh.”

“He wears my jacket?”

I hesitated. “He wears your jacket.”

McKay cursed.

“Tony’s around. He’s putting the money down on the Chevy now. He thinks you’re going to race again.”

“What makes you think I won’t when all this is over?” McKay said. “In the spring, maybe in the spring.”

When all what was over? Did McKay believe there would be an end to a war he would not allow to end?

“Irene,” I said. “And Starry.”

“Starry, what do you need her for?”

I told McKay about Starry, hoping that if he heard her troubles, how bad her habit was, and that she hadn’t enough money for an abortion, he would feel easier about our friendship. But he only scowled.

“Cut that girl loose, you hear? I don’t want you with trash.”

My seeing Starry, even hearing her name, brought back the Orphans, brought back honor, and memories McKay did not want, and so I was silent.

After a time McKay said, “And Jose?”

“What do you mean, Jose?” I said, turning my head and fumbling with the liquor bottle.

“Fucking a cop?” he said. “No discretion.”

“You left me alone. What did you expect?”

“More,” he said.

I had expected McKay to know better. I touched his shoulder. “We’re better with silence,” I said, and he smiled.

We went into the bedroom. As we did I was afraid that between the sheets in an unknown bed in this white apartment I would suddenly realize that this was not McKay at all, that the man I made love with had simply stolen McKay’s smile and eyes and was only a pretender. When we passed by a gilded mirror that hung in the hallway I did not recognize McKay’s reflection.

“Your hair,” I could not help but say.

McKay ran one hand over his head. “Me and Tosh could be twins now.” He laughed.

“Never,” I said.

“It’s this behaviorism shit they do at Omen House. You fuck up, and they shave your head to let you know if anyone is boss it sure as shit ain’t you.”

In the bedroom the curtains were drawn. McKay reached his hand out to switch on the light. I stopped him.

“In the dark?” he said. I was silent. “You can have it any way you want it,” McKay said. I touched my finger to his lips and felt the curve of a smile.

I undressed in the dark, dropping my clothes in a heap on the thick white carpet.

“About Jose,” I said as I lay in bed and watched McKay unbutton his shirt. Should I say that each time I lay with someone else I was only imagining McKay? Would he believe me if I said I was always waiting for him?

“I don’t want to know,” he said, and he sat on the edge of the mattress to remove his boots, and then his jeans.

“McKay.”

“Listen. Is it still going on?”

“No,” I said. I would call Jose the next day and inform him that McKay would soon be free from Omen House.

McKay nodded. “Then there’s nothing to know.”

That was not true, but I did not say a word. He was touching me, and he seemed less and less a stranger and so I did not say another word. For six months I had waited for McKay, for six months I had not made love, I had only tried with another body not to be alone. The touch of a hand moving down my back, the rhythm of our breathing, and I felt, finally, after six months of waiting, that I could again move as a lover.

I forgot the Avenue. I forgot its addresses and faces. Kid Harris and the Dolphin had never been. Starry was miles away. And there was no particular way I wanted it; I only wanted McKay. I wanted him inside me. I wanted not to be waiting and alone. When I lay on my side, I felt the cold silver of the locket between my breasts and was for a moment reminded of the power and spells of the Avenue. I tasted the liquor on McKay’s tongue, and I forgot once more. I wanted him to move faster; I did not want to wait. I moved my legs around McKay’s; I touched my finger to his skin; I felt his whisper, but I did not hear any words. After he came, we lay close; my legs were around him still; I listened to the silence of the room. I did not feel cold any longer; and although I tasted scotch I did not feel drunk. My thighs were wet, and I lay in silence; I still felt as if I was waiting.

“McKay,” I said. He did not answer. He may have been asleep. I did not know if he dreamed of the Orphans; his breathing was deep. Lying in the white apartment, listening to silence, I did not think he dreamed of me. I tried to sleep. I counted, made lists, recalled song lyrics and correct spellings. Each time I fell into a dream, I woke. Each time I woke, I heard a clock, hidden somewhere in the bedroom, tick louder. I could not sleep.

In the morning, I watched McKay until he opened his eyes. When he smiled I did not fear the beat of a clock quite so much. With McKay awake, I did not want to leave the bed, but I knew he had Perez to meet. He had to sign in to Omen House. I dressed and went into the kitchen to boil water.

I was standing with a white coffee percolator in my hand when McKay followed and told me we had no time for breakfast.

“No time?”

“Fifteen minutes,” he said.

“Not enough.”

“There’ll be time,” McKay said. “I’m out for good in two weeks, and then there’ll be time.”

In two weeks there would be more meetings with Perez; there would be the Dolphin and the Avenue to be dealt with; there would be dope; there would be the Chevy; and there would most certainly not be enough time.

“I don’t believe you,” I said.

“Believe me,” he said.

What could I do? I said I believed him. I followed McKay from the apartment; he locked the door and then slipped the key underneath so that it rested on the thick living-room carpet. We went outside and stopped at a corner. McKay held a lit cigarette inside one coat pocket to warm his hand; his other hand held mine.

“Last night,” he said. “About last night.”

“Last night?” I said.

The Sunday traffic was light, but the few cars skidded gently on the icy streets. Near us a newspaper vendor was selling thick, heavy papers. McKay backed into a shop doorway. He signaled me to move with him. We stood very close.

“Was it good for you?” he said.

He had never asked me before and I regretted that he asked me now. It was better, yes, than before, because making love with a junkie was hardly anything at all. Last night had been better, but not good.

“Yes,” I said, and McKay smiled.

“It’s gonna get better. Everything is gonna get better.”

“Is it?”

“Yes,” McKay said. “There’s a shitload of money in cocaine.”

Cocaine, cocaine—one white powder was the same as another.

“You gonna meet rock stars and rich girls,” I said.

“You wait,” McKay said. “You wait and see.”

I saw Baby Perez walking down Jones Street toward us. “You don’t have to go back to the Avenue,” I said.

“Yeah, I do.”

Perez glided on ice toward us.

“You like cocaine?” I said to McKay.

He shrugged. “It’s fine, but not the best.”

“You’ve been doing cocaine while you’re in the House?”

“Doing it?” McKay said. “I been selling it.”

I meant to laugh, but no sound came from my throat. “You got a way about you,” I said.

McKay’s eyes spotted Perez. “Two weeks,” McKay said. “Wait two more weeks.”

I looked into McKay’s eyes, eyes so dark they could almost make me forget I would be waiting as long as I was with him. With McKay I would wait for something that would never, could never, come.

I smiled, and then watched McKay walk away from me. He and Perez shook hands and disappeared together through the doorway of Omen House. I waited until I could no longer see them, and then turned toward the subway station.
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If McKay had attempted to call, he would have discovered the phone had been left off the hook; I did not check the mailbox for letters; and carrier pigeons landing on our window ledge would have found their beaks up against glass, chipped paint would have caught between their talons, and feathers would have fallen past the auto repair shop garage door to coat the icy Avenue.

I was thinking, and did not wish to be disturbed.

I had already telephoned Jose to call off whatever had been between us. He was not distressed. Jose had a badge and connections to the best marijuana in New York City; he would never have to spend a night alone; he would never have to search far for an ear to listen to his babblings. But he gave me a warning: Baby Perez was a no-gooder, and McKay was asking for trouble. Jose himself was finished with McKay. He advised me to do the same.

I listened to Jose, but I really did not wish to be disturbed. I listened instead to the fall of snow. I drank wine, watched TV. When the doorbell rang it would be only Tony with questions about McKay and the Orphans which I could not, or did not want to, answer. For two weeks I sat alone thinking how much I did not want to be alone. When the apartment was too quiet, I turned up the volume of the TV and listened to laugh tracks and commercials.

He suddenly arrived very late one night. Oddly, I had forgotten the date of his release. It seemed that he had never been gone, that I had never been alone.

McKay stood in the open doorway. “McKay,” I said.

“Were you expecting anyone else?” he said.

“Only you,” I said, but I had expected no one. I expected to be alone.

McKay shut the door and walked immediately to the phone. I had expected as much; I had expected to be alone. He placed his hand over the mouthpiece of the telephone. “Trying to get the old guard together.”

Could he believe such a thing as an old guard existed? After T.J. and Gina excused themselves from Orphan activity, after Jose refused any assistance, after Viet Nam refused to grant Irene access to the phone, McKay called for a drink.

I found a bottle of Gordon’s gin Jose had received as a Christmas present from a liquor store on his beat and poured two glasses full of gin.

“Zero,” McKay said. He stood with his hand on the telephone. The heavy winter coat he wore fell to below his knees. He removed his leather cap and threw it to the floor. “Zero,” he repeated.

I allowed myself to hope that perhaps the fight against honor would be stillborn.

“Perez will know what to do,” he said finally.

“McKay,” I said, “if you don’t know, how the hell will Perez know?”

He ignored my words and dialed again. But he came to sit with me on the bed as he spoke with Perez. McKay moved his hand under my blouse. His fingers played with the silver locket and I did not listen to a word he said. When he hung up the receiver he said, “We’re going to enlist the Pack.” And then he was dialing again, ordering Tony to arrange a meeting with the Pack.

I moved away from him. “You’re fucked up,” I said, when he had finished speaking. Would the Pack rush to the aid of the one who had pulled the trigger, whose .22 had sent a bullet between the shoulder blades of their President?

“You say that to me again, and you’ll be weeping.”

“You’re fucked up,” I repeated.

McKay drank gin, and then more. “Did you hear what I said?” he asked softly.

I nodded.

“Look,” McKay said, “the new Pack Prez don’t care for old revenge. The dude’s so happy to be President of the Pack I’m surprised I ain’t received any complimentary gifts for wasting Kid Harris.”

“When do you meet with the Pack?”

McKay hesitated; then he said, “Tonight.”

“Tonight,” I said and silently recited Jose’s telephone number. McKay’s eyes were their darkest; around them were the lines of sleeplessness. He had no one else to call on the phone, no one else to summon.

“I’m going with you,” I told him.

“Dangerous,” he said as he lit a cigarette.

I understood that, but I did not care because, as always, I believed it was more dangerous to be without McKay, more dangerous to be alone.

“The Chevy is ready,” I said. “It’s no beauty, but it’s yours again.” McKay smiled. From a dresser drawer I retrieved two keys: one for the garage door of the auto shop, the other the Chevy’s.

We walked arm in arm into the night. Waiting in the street while he entered the garage, I heard the strain of the engine, then saw the headlights shine through the garage door. Before we picked up Tony, we drove down the Avenue once more, parking at the subway station to wait for Perez. There was little traffic, only an occasional patrol car driving slowly by. The side streets were dark, and around the street lamps were halos indicating snow.

“The hotshot doesn’t have a car?”

“He’s got a car,” McKay said. “He’s got several cars. But the subway is the way to make sure you ain’t being followed.”

“What crap,” I said.

“You can’t take a little intrigue?”

I thought I would like to have a list of every rock star Perez considered a customer, would like to view the statistics on how many “rich bitches” had fallen for his line. I didn’t believe the numbers would be high.

Perez came up the cement subway stairs, then stood in the reflected light of a single street lamp, lighting a cigarette and exhaling smoke into the cold night air. On his head of wild hair Perez wore a suede Western hat, and around his shoulders was draped a maroon velvet cape whose neck was trimmed with muskrat fur. His corduroy slacks were tucked into high brown boots.

Perez nodded familiarly to a patrol car as it passed by him for the second time. McKay shifted gears and we pulled up at the curb beside Perez, who opened the back door of the Chevy and got in.

“Brother, brother, brother,” he said to McKay. “I do not like waiting on anyone, even if it’s you, McKay. I got deals to make; I got business to attend to.”

“Sure,” McKay said to the man of business.

Perez removed his hat and lit a reefer. He passed the joint to me. I took it and inhaled, but McKay waved it away. He drove down the Avenue, stopping at the Tin Angel Bar.

“What’s this here?” Perez said.

“Picking up one of my soldiers,” McKay said.

I finished the joint while we waited in the Chevy. The front and rear windows of the car were foggy with heat and smoke. “Very good dope,” I said. Perez’s marijuana was even better than Jose’s “New York City’s Finest.”

“Of course,” said Baby Perez. “That’s my line.”

A figure cloaked in black leather walked from the shadows of the Tin Angel’s doorway. He opened the back door and sat down next to Perez.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” said Perez. “This kid is your soldier?”

“That’s right,” said McKay.

“This deal looks shittier all the time. Your one soldier could use a baby-sitter,” said Perez.

“Eat it,” Tony said quietly.

“Tony,” McKay warned. But I saw him smile at the words of his protege.

Perez leaned forward. “Pardon me,” he said to McKay, “but what did he say to Perez?” He leaned back again, and sat very close to Tony. “What did this dipshit say?”

“I think you heard me,” Tony said.

Perez relaxed. He lit a black Russian cigarette with a silver lighter. “I think I did,” he said. “And I think you should know I’m going to kill you.”

“Hey, hey,” McKay said. He was no longer amused by Tony’s loose talk, or by Perez’s threats. “There’s business to take care of.”

“Business,” Perez agreed. “Always business first.”

We drove north on the Avenue, past St. Anne’s. McKay parked the Chevy in front of the blacktop basketball court. The four of us left the car and walked onto the ice of the court. No horde of school kids jumped up into the air wearing T-shirts embossed with team numbers; no one was dribbling up and down the court; there were no priests blowing whistles and shouting foul. Instead, beneath the basket, four young men stood. As we walked toward them, Perez’s velvet cape swirled around his knees. McKay’s black leather cap was tilted over one dark eye, Tony’s black leather jacket reflected starlight. The four stood quietly watching us. When we reached them, McKay said, “Brothers.”

Their eyes moved warily as wolves’ as they motioned McKay to join them. Tony and I stood outside a circle consisting of McKay, Perez, and two of the strangers. One of them was short and dark and wore the letters

PRESIDENT OF THE PACK

on the back of his jacket. The two other Pack soldiers stood guard over Tony and me.

“What the fuck?” one of them said. “This is McKay’s army?”

Tony lit a cigarette with a match struck on his thumbnail in the style of McKay. The Pack guards eyed Tony’s finesse with approval, but I noticed that he now sucked on a thumb, which he had singed.

“What I want,” I heard McKay say, “is this and only this.” He stood with his hands in the pockets of his long wool coat. “I want the Dolphin.”

“I’m hip to that,” said the President of the Pack. “Lots of folks would like to pop the Dolphin.”

“I don’t like this setup,” said one of the guards.

I didn’t blame him. We stood on Orphan territory, and I was certain that the wind had already carried the news of McKay’s release all along the Avenue. One of the Pack guards drew a fifth of whiskey from his pocket. He drank and then passed the bottle to the other guard.

“What do you say?” Tony said to the guard.

“I say if you want a drink, show me your I.D., kid,” said the guard, laughing.

“Who I’m with is my I.D.,” Tony said, and the guard grudgingly passed him the whiskey.

“Perez here gets full control of the Avenue traffic, and nobody deals dope without checking it out with him first.”

Perez lit another black cigarette. As the Pack looked him over I finally recognized the new President of the Pack. I had seen him once and only once before, I had seen him through the darkness of the creek as he stood at Kid Harris’s side. My throat felt dry. The President turned to Perez and fingered the velvet material of his cape. Then he looked up at McKay.

“Full control of all dope dealing?” the President said. “This fag?”

Perez exhaled smoke into the Pack President’s face.

“I don’t know,” Perez said. “On this Avenue you don’t see much action. All you see is jive-ass talkers.”

“Who you calling jive-ass?” the President asked. I drank from the fifth of whiskey. “This Avenue is out of your territory,” continued the number-one soldier of the Pack.

“I’m expanding my business,” Perez said. “And I don’t have time for talking trash. You’re interested in a deal or you’re not.”

“Wait a minute. Wait a minute,” said the President. He lit a cigarette. “Who says I ain’t interested?”

“What you do with Tosh is not my business,” McKay said softly. “What is my business is the jacket. I get the jacket he wears.”

“Solid.”

“All I want,” McKay said, “is the jacket.”

“Perez gets all the Avenue business, but what you get?” the President asked. “McKay, what you into?”

“I’m into whatever the fuck I want to be into.”

The President shrugged. “Tony,” I whispered. “I got to get out of here. I’m freezing.” I was no longer cold; the whiskey had fixed that. But I had to leave before the President of the Pack recognized me. I would not be able to stand his smile.

“Don’t get panicky,” said Tony.

“Who the hell is panicky?”

Tony leaned his head close to mine. “Don’t mess up McKay’s plans,” he said.

The Pack guard motioned us to move farther apart.

I thought I might be able to wait a while longer if I could stop myself from thinking of the night at the creek. I stared at the asphalt and recited the alphabet. When I reached W for the third time, the President of the Pack and McKay were shaking hands.

“All you got to do,” Perez said to the Pack leader, “is not think. We’ll do the thinking; we’ll make the plans. All you got to do is follow orders, and the Avenue is yours.”

The four of them now walked toward Tony, me, and the two Pack guards. Now I saw the President’s face clearly, now I could remember the touch of his hands as he held me on the bottom of the creek. I thought I might be sick.

“Who’s the lady?” he asked.

“The lady?” said McKay. “I don’t think who the lady is should interest you. What should interest you is being ready for tomorrow night.”

The President moved his face close to mine. Once more I began a silent recitation of the alphabet. I knew from his smile that he had recognized me, and I looked away and wanted silence. I waited for McKay to rescue me. McKay placed his hand on the President’s shoulder; the Pack guards tensed.

“The lady is mine,” McKay said.

I looked up; McKay and I looked into each other’s eyes with the stare of strangers. Or of lovers. I silently spelled the letters of his name. McKay.

He held his arm tightly around my waist, and I placed my hands inside his coat pocket and entwined my fingers with his, as if within our palms we held the night of the creek in silence.

And yes, all right, I admit to fear.

You’ve been waiting, I know. And so, all right, finally I admit to fear. Did you imagine that black leather, and midnights and the mist of finely burnt hashish oil, could overpower a spell so strong as fear? In the mood I was in fear was a most intricate, a most delicate sort of magic.

Sometimes I did not know fear for what it was. I thought the racing of the heart might be the first stages of cardiac arrest; palpitations could easily be caused by an excess of tobacco; the dry mouth could be eased by a beer. No one on the Avenue lived without fear. And no one admitted to it.

What of McKay? His eyes were half closed, and the side of his face moved slightly with a twitch at his cheek. Did he or I know how well acquainted he was with fear? I think not. He was the most wonderful, the greatest pretender of the Avenue. His eyes were the darkest, his walk the easiest. You’ve seen that even when he lay with closed eyes in a cold alley of the Avenue, to lift one eyelid was to find a fierce gaze. So great was his pretense that I even imagined myself safe. I chalked up violence, murder, and rape to the whim of the fates, and, when I stood with McKay, I believed myself free of fear. And from doubt. So I stayed by him and recited the alphabet and imagined myself free from fear. I could think McKay a fool, insane, or cruel; I could never think him a coward. He would rush into the thick of any battle; he would walk the darkest streets in the midnight hour; he would chance the risks of crime and war: if I believed him to be without fear, I could disguise my own. So I believed.

Perez and Tony sat in front of the Chevy. “Assholes,” Perez said of the Pack. “Assholes. What this Avenue is good for is a market for dope. And they fight over it and fight over it for nothing.”

I sat in the back seat, very close to McKay, moving my fingers in a circular motion at the base of his neck. McKay leaned his head back and then forward, but the knots I felt would not be exorcised. But if I was with McKay, what was there possibly to fear? Anything I feared had happened already.

Perez turned to face McKay. “From now on,” he said, “it’s all yours. If you need more capital, I’ll lay it on you. But the action is all yours, and if you’re busted, I don’t know you.”

McKay smiled into the air. Tony turned the key in the starter; exhaust rose from the tail pipe. The night was very dark, very still; the windows of the Chevy were foggy. We had reached the bottom, hadn’t we? If the mood moved us somewhere new it could only be higher. We could only go higher, but, still, each time I rode in the Chevy and each time I caught sight of the dark flare of McKay’s eyes, something clicked, something like the trigger of a shotgun aimed at the cortex of the brain. Something that made my eyes widen, that made my lungs grow tight, my heartbeat race. Always at these times, I would steal a glance at McKay. I could not see any of his life signs alter; my fingers on his pulse could never discern any change.

Tony shifted gears and looked at McKay through the rearview mirror. “How does it feel to be home?” he said to his President.

As I ran my fingers down and across the base of his neck, McKay leaned his head back into the deep maroon upholstery. He answered only with a very slight movement of his shoulders.
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“All right,” I said. “Don’t tell me your fucking plans.” I stood behind the counter at Monty’s. Hamburgers were frying on the grill and McKay sat on one stool with his legs kicked out to cover two more seats.

“Don’t worry,” he said.

“Who’s worried?” I said.

McKay watched the doorway. There was the threat that the Orphans knew McKay was now back on the Avenue.

I leaned close to him; my silver locket hit the linoleum counter. “Honey,” I whispered in his ear, “I don’t give a shit what your plans are.”

McKay smiled at my lie. “Just do what I tell you,” he said. “I never did like you thinking too much.”

I had followed the instructions he had given me: called Leona and told her I was through with McKay, asked her questions about Jose’s romantic past, led her—and by now, everyone—to think that I was mad for Jose. Perhaps even he had heard, without suspecting that the words I spoke to Leona had been devised by McKay.

“I don’t like it,” I muttered as I flipped over a hamburger and splattered my white apron with grease.

“Did I ask for your opinion?” McKay said.

I threw one hamburger on a roll, the roll on a plate, the plate before McKay.

“It’s better for you if you don’t know anything,” he said.

Monty lumbered out from the back room, bringing with him the odor of gin and cigars. “Ah,” he said. “The no-gooder is home once more.”

“Old man,” McKay said, smiling.

“I want you to know,” Monty said, “that of late I have decided to rid this store of bums.”

“Oh, yeah?” McKay said. “Look, you old fart …”

Monty did not allow McKay to finish. “Do you want me to fire her?” he said.

“You don’t have to fire her,” McKay said. “Because she quits.”

“She does, does she?” I said.

“She’ll be leaving when I fire her and not before,” Monty said.

“Do you want to put money down on that?” McKay said. “Do you want to bet?”

“Do you both want to fuck off?” I said; I untied my apron and threw it across the counter. I sat down on the stool closest to the door; if they continued their argument by threatening each other with my job, I would leave. They both turned to smile at me. I lit a cigarette and stared at them. Smoke billowed from the grill.

“Something’s burning,” Monty called.

“That’s right,” I said. I swung my legs and the stool swiveled slightly.

Monty walked to the grill and flipped the charred remains of beef into a garbage pail.

“I don’t want to fight with you, old man,” McKay said finally. “Fact is, I got an offer to make you.”

“You?” Monty said. “Don’t make me any offers.”

I kicked my shoes off and reached for a copy of the Enquirer.

“Let me ask you one question,” McKay said.

“All right, then,” Monty said. He winked at McKay, though I was sure he did not want to. “Ask me one question. Go on with you, ask me.”

McKay smiled lazily. There was silence; I looked up from the Enquirer to see them staring at each other. “Well, ask him,” I said. I was curious; McKay was not one to ask questions.

“Well,” McKay said slowly, “what I want to know is how much you might charge me to rent this dust heap of a store for one night.”

“McKay, you’re one small-time punk if you think I can be bought,” Monty said.

“I’m a small-time punk?” McKay said. He reached into his jeans pocket, drew out a billfold, and began counting. When he had counted out one hundred dollars Monty stopped him.

“Now where would you be getting that?” he said.

“How much to rent this joint?” McKay said.

Monty was silent. He reached under the counter and his hand reappeared holding a bottle of gin, from which he poured himself a Coca-Cola glassful.

“You yourself told me everything has a price, old man,” McKay said.

“The old man’s a mass of contradictions, didn’t you know?” I called.

“What do you say?” McKay asked. “Do we have a deal?”

“Not so fast,” Monty said.

“It’s got to be fast.”

“How much is your offer?” Monty said finally.

“A hundred bills.”

“Hah,” Monty said, disdainfully.

“One twenty-five.”

“One seventy-five or nothing.”

“You bastard.”

“No less.”

“You’re a hard man,” I called to Monty.

“I’m a drunk,” he said, shrugging.

“You’re that too,” I said.

“And collateral,” Monty said to McKay.

“What do you mean, collateral?”

“A herd of junkies in here could well mean broken windows and a filthy mess to clean up afterward.”

“What do you mean junkies?” McKay said. “I’m straight.”

“You’re straight. You’re straight. I don’t care what you say you are, son. Collateral.”

“You pay her wages, don’t you?” McKay said and he pointed to me. “Something gets fucked over in the store, take it out of her wages.”

“Not a chance,” I said. Let McKay’s plans be his own. I would not become an indentured countergirl at Monty’s to pay for broken windows.

“All right, the Chevy,” McKay said grudgingly.

“That car’s worth nothing to me,” Monty said.

“That Chevy is the finest Motown metal ever put together. Ain’t worth nothing?” McKay shook his head in disbelief at Monty’s appraisal.

“Well then, the Chevy,” Monty said.

They shook hands to seal the bargain.

“When?” I said to McKay.

“Tonight,” he answered. “After closing.”

Closing was at ten o’clock. There was little time if McKay wanted to get to the Dolphin before the entire Avenue knew each detail of his plan.

“McKay,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s going to be easy. It will be easy …” McKay began.

“Keep the rough stuff to a minimum,” Monty interrupted.

“… As pie,” McKay said.

“There’ll be sweeping up to do tomorrow,” Monty said to me.

“Not for her,” McKay said. “Because after tonight, she quits.”

“How many times do I have to tell you, McKay, it’s none of your business.”

McKay turned to glare at me. “It is my business. You are my business. And whether you like it or not you just quit work in this dump.” He kicked a stool with his heel so that it spun wildly.

Who in her right mind would want to work at Monty’s? And if I wanted anything, it was to be McKay’s business. But I was not. I was far down on the list—after cocaine, heroin, revenge, and the Orphans.

“I got news for you,” I said to McKay. “I want to be making my own money.” That too was true. I did not want to exist the way Starry did, with not enough money of her own to take a bus downtown.

“You want money? You want money?” McKay shouted. By now a few customers had come into the store. Magazines rustled, Monty rang up sales on the cash register. McKay threw his billfold on the counter. “What do you call this if you don’t call it money?” he said.

“I call it yours,” I said.

McKay threw a coin on the linoleum. The silver rolled down the countertop, spun with a metallic sound, and then fell before me. A dime.

“You want money, there’s money,” McKay said. “There’s money to call Starry.”

Why Starry? Why did he even mention her name?

Monty finished with his customers and came back to McKay and his billfold of cash. McKay held his hand over the money. “Tell her she’s fired,” he said to Monty.

Monty looked at me. His eyelashes and gin caused his gaze to waver. “Darling,” he said to me. “It’s a hundred and seventy-five dollars.”

“I know,” I said.

“It’s fucking a lot of gin,” McKay said.

“You tell me what you want,” Monty said.

“What I want?” I said. I laughed. Well, I wanted to quit, and I wanted to stay, and I didn’t believe doing either one would make a damn bit of difference. “Take the money,” I said. McKay removed his hand from the counter; the green bills fluttered like wings.

“I believe,” Monty said as he picked the money gently off the countertop and placed it in the cabinet under a metal sink, “you are making the grandest mistake yet, McKay.”

McKay did not answer.

“I believe …” Monty began.

“Oh, who gives a damn what you believe, you goddamn rummy,” McKay said softly. He turned to me. “Call Starry,” he said.

“What if I don’t?” I said. McKay laughed quietly. “What if I say no?” I asked.

“What if?” he said. “What if doesn’t matter, because you will.”

He was right. I would do what he told me to do and no ifs existed. I walked to the telephone booth and sat down. “What do you want me to say?” I asked.

McKay came over to the door of the booth. “That’s the way,” he said, smiling. “Now you’re my girl!”

I looked up at McKay and waited for his instructions.

“She won’t talk to me,” McKay said, “unless you let her know how really important it is to her.”

“What is? What is important to her?”

“The deal I can make her.” McKay smiled.

I was going to betray her. I was going to betray Starry, and I could not stop myself.

“You tell her,” McKay said, “that I’m going to get her an abortion, and she’s going to get me a fish.”

Starry feared the Dolphin more than not being able to cop a fix. Once she had told me she would never go against him. Now, she would probably have no choice. I had told McKay of her troubles, and in doing so, I had betrayed her.

“You’re a bastard,” I said softly. I was too tired to shout or even to care.

“That’s right,” McKay said.

When Starry answered I told her what McKay wanted me to tell her: that he had a deal to offer her; that if she could make excuses to Flash and get away from Manhattan for one night McKay would arrange an abortion. More than that: he would pay.

“You told him?” Starry said.

“That’s the deal,” I said.

“What I got to do, sell my soul? What’s his angle?”

“The Dolphin,” I said.

“Let me talk to her,” McKay said. He stood in the doorway of the booth so that I sat in darkness, covered by his shadow.

“Wait,” I said. “Wait a minute.”

McKay grabbed the receiver from my hand.

“Starry, I need you,” he said. “And what’s more, you need me.”

The Avenue was worthless. And McKay knew it. But he wanted it anyway. Once he had it, he would gain nothing, have nothing.

“Arrange to meet the Dolphin at Monty’s. Tell him you’re setting me up with the help of the inside connection who’s dying to get rid of me so she can go off with Jose.” McKay looked at me. “And tell him all you want is two spoons of smack in return. You’ll trade me for heroin, because the Dolphin would never believe you were handing him a free gift. Even a gift you despised as much as you do me.” McKay laughed.

When I heard him laugh, when I saw that his head was thrown back in laughter and that his lips had curled back over his white teeth, I felt as though the telephone booth was too small and dark for me to stay in any longer.

“Let me by,” I said. I stood and tried to move past McKay, but he stood in my way. I had done what he wanted, had done what he willed, but he would not move an inch. He stood with eyes dark as night skies and blocked my way. I tried to push past him, but he held one arm around my waist.

“McKay,” I whispered.

He continued to talk to Starry, but I no longer listened. I felt weak, and my forehead burned.

Finally I heard McKay tell Starry to find a pencil with which to write something down. “I’ll wait,” he said into the receiver, which he then moved into the crook of his neck. He moved one hand gently across my face; his other arm was tight around my waist. I felt terribly weak; I imagined fainting.

“Don’t fight me,” McKay said very softly. His arm held me tighter, and I felt weaker still. We stood very close together in the phone booth. There seemed nowhere to move. And while Starry hunted through the kitchen drawers of her apartment for a pencil and paper, I moved my arms around McKay’s neck and I rested my face close to his.


ELEVEN

REUNIONS

1

I was dressed in a counter apron of white. Through the plate-glass window the night was dark and full of ice. The radio had predicted snow, weather reports warned of treacherous driving, of accidents and hidden patches of ice. I drank a cup of sugarless coffee and watched the hands of the clock hanging above the doorway that led to the back room of the candy store.

I counted seconds. I unbuttoned the two top buttons of my white silk blouse and then I rebuttoned it to the collar. I watched the movement of the veins in my wrists. I drank more coffee. Monty had left the store at nine-thirty without saying a word. There had not even been a look of reproach. He had simply and quietly left the store carrying the hundred seventy-five dollars and a bottle of gin. Traffic on the Avenue was slow and no customers had entered for almost an hour. A wind was rising; signs and neon shook with the air. I walked to the door. Outside Tony crouched motionless in the doorway. I opened the door very slightly; cold air rushed into the store.

“Don’t do that,” Tony said. His voice broke. He was jittery. He lit a cigarette against the wind and stood, looking into the darkness of the Avenue.

“It’s quiet,” I said.

“Not for long,” said Tony.

“You’re gonna freeze, standing out here.”

“I do what I’m told,” he said.

He had been ordered to watch for the Orphans and for the police, and he would do so, no matter what the thermometer said. I too followed orders, and so I closed the door and retreated behind the counter. I drank more coffee and watched the guard at the door warily eye the shadows of the Avenue.

Finally, just before closing time, Tony opened the door, and Starry entered the store. I looked down at the floor, then faced her as she walked toward me. I did not know what lie she had used to escape from Flash’s guarding eyes, and I did not want to know. Starry was covered by an ancient raccoon coat whose shoulders padded her own. Her face was pale; the skin shone white with cold, but her eyes glowed bright and blue.

She reached behind the counter for a pack of Tareytons. “Starry,” I said. I wasn’t sure she would speak to me. I didn’t even want to speak to myself.

“Back on the Avenue,” she mused.

“I talk too much,” I apologized. “I didn’t know he would involve you.”

“Well,” she said, lighting a cigarette. “I always was one for a good fight. This particular fight, I don’t much care who wins. But what the hell, I’ll watch.”

“So the Dolphin believes I’m betraying McKay?”

“Why shouldn’t he?” Starry said. “If you were smart, you would.”

I shook my head.

“I got to say,” Starry continued, “that if McKay don’t make good tonight we’re all screwed. I don’t mind going against the Dolphin if McKay’s going to finish him off. But one fuck-up, and we got the Dolphin after us.”

“I’m not worried,” I said. I bit my thumb. “McKay has got it all together.”

“Maybe.”

I poured some coffee for Starry. Then I said, “Murder. Will it be murder?”

“Well, I pray to Christ it’ll be murder,” Starry said. “Then all this will be finished.”

I couldn’t imagine the Avenue without war. The hour was ten. I turned off the current that spelled out Monty’s name in neon. Crosses and double crosses. I held the silver charm between my fingers. The Dolphin believed Starry and I were setting up McKay; Starry for heroin and revenge, and I out of desire of Jose, the babbling peace officer. When McKay arrived to pick me up after work, the Dolphin would be waiting for him; murder would be waiting in the candy store.

A green truck pulled up at the curb before Monty’s. “What the hell,” I said, “a Sears truck?” Perhaps Monty had decided to disrupt McKay’s plan, I thought, by reporting a malfunctioning freezer.

“Unlock the outside door of the back room,” Starry ordered me. “Go on,” she said.

I walked through the dust, newspapers, and empty liquor bottles that littered Monty’s haven. A mouse darted away from my step. I unlocked the back door. When I returned to the counter, Starry sat calmly drinking coffee, smoking a cigarette, turning the pages of Glamour.

“We’ll see action tonight,” she said. Minutes more passed, and the hairs on my arm stood as if charged with electricity, but Starry only sipped coffee and cream. I tapped my fingernails on the countertop in a wild beat. “Relax,” Starry said to me. I could not, but I bit my thumb and was silent. I was lighting a cigarette with a safety match when the door opened. The wind of the Avenue entered the candy store, and the match was blown out before my cigarette was lit.

Tosh walked in first. He wore McKay’s black leather jacket. Then followed Martin the Marine, dressed in denims, his long loose arms shaking as if he were trying to dispel a cramp. Behind these two Orphans came the Dolphin. In the doorway stood the owner of the Avenue. Snow had begun to fall and the Dolphin’s painted hands brushed snowflakes off the tattoos that covered his arms and neck.

“Ladies,” the Dolphin greeted us.

For a moment I felt, as we greeted the Dolphin with nods, that we really were about to betray McKay. My skin crawled. Why had I agreed to become a part of the setup, to play the role of traitoress? Had there been a way to refuse him, to say no to McKay?

The Dolphin tossed a plastic bag of white powder onto the counter before Starry. Her eyes became saucers. There were enough fixes within that half load so that Starry’s hands shook, and her tongue licked lightly at her bottom lip. She reached out.

“Not yet,” the Dolphin warned.

Her hand stopped in mid-air.

“You got nearly two spoons there, honey, and when I get McKay,” the Dolphin said, “then you get the junk.” He smiled, then turned to me. I was afraid I would blurt out a warning. I did not want to speak. “And you,” the Dolphin said to me, “you get to be with your new lover-man.”

I was silent. If I even attempted to say Jose’s name I might burst into hysterical laughter.

“What time is McKay meeting you?” the Dolphin asked.

“He’ll be here in fifteen minutes,” Starry answered.

“The girl can’t speak for herself?”

“What do you think?” Starry said. “You think this is easy for her, betraying McKay?”

I looked admiringly at Starry; she could lie smooth as skin. The Dolphin shrugged. I poured coffee for the three Orphans. We waited in silence. The coffee remained untouched, grew cold. Outside the wind grew wilder.

“Storm,” I said to Starry.

“What’s she mean by that?” Tosh said nervously.

“She means there’s bad weather,” said Starry.

“What you mean, bad weather?” Tosh insisted. The President of the Orphans was searching for a code of treachery.

“Shut up,” the Dolphin said softly.

Tosh tapped his shoes on the tile floor. Each gust of wind on the Avenue sent his eyes to the doorway. Outside Tony crouched in the snow.

“What’s that kid doing out there?” Tosh demanded.

“Yeah, what about the kid?” the usually silent Marine asked.

“Oh, Christ,” said Starry. “It’s only that punk corner kid. Ain’t he got a crush on you, honey?” she said to me.

I nodded. If Tony had a crush on anyone, it was, most certainly, not on me.

Starry laughed. “He follows her everywhere.”

“I don’t like that kid out there,” Tosh said.

“Shut up,” the Dolphin said.

There was silence once more. I removed my white apron and began to count the change in the cash register as I did every night at closing. And then headlights shone through the plate glass. McKay’s Chevy stopped under a single blue street lamp. Around the headlights snow floated coldly in circles. We listened to the engine coughing to a stop, saw the headlights grow dim and then dark. The Dolphin remained motionless.

A shadow fell across the moon-bright snow outside the doorway, then McKay opened the door of Monty’s, sounding the bells that hung above the molding.

“Brother,” the Dolphin said softly.

McKay and the Dolphin were face to face once more. I walked behind McKay and locked the door. Each was thinking I locked the other in.

Tosh and the Marine edged forward. Tosh was holding a gun.

“Ah,” McKay said. “The President of the Orphans needs the protection of a Saturday-night special.”

Tosh stammered. “Who you saying needs protection?” he said finally.

McKay dismissed Tosh with a wave of his hand. He turned his attention to the Dolphin. “My brother,” he said softly.

Sitting very still, Starry slowly reached out her hand and deftly concealed the half load of heroin in her purse.

“You, McKay,” the Dolphin said, “are a coward.”

McKay threw back his head and began to laugh. Four of the Pack now stood unobserved at the rear of the store.

“Behind you,” McKay said quickly.

Tosh and the Marine jumped. The Saturday-night special fell loudly upon the tile. The Dolphin only turned his head very slightly so that the feathers of the peacock at his neck seemed to rise.

“And I’ll say it again,” the Dolphin said. “McKay, you are a coward.”

“Coward?” McKay said. He walked over to Tosh and ripped the jacket off him. With quick movements of his knife McKay stripped the word “Orphans” from the black leather. “Coward?” he said again, and cloaked himself in the jacket that had for so long been his.

The Dolphin smiled at Starry and then at me. “Of course,” he said. “Who could trust you two whores?”

Starry shrugged. I silently agreed with the Dolphin’s words.

“First you shoot Kid Harris in the back,” the Dolphin said, and there was no reaction from the Pack; “and then you betray a brother. McKay.”

There was silence.

“Where’s your honor, man?” the Dolphin asked.

The Dolphin’s reference was nothing to the rest of us. But as McKay heard the Dolphin’s words, he shuddered. As if fighting those words, McKay picked a stack of comics off the floor and threw them across the counter, spilling a row of sugar bowls.

“We’ll call a peace,” Tosh stammered. “You know, we’ll call a truce and then have a council between us all.”

McKay laughed. He pulled at the cuffs of the leather jacket, which was already molding itself to the shape of his body. “No,” he said. “No, we won’t. Because the Avenue now belongs to the Pack. I give the Avenue to them.”

“The Avenue is mine,” the Dolphin said. “It always was; it always is.”

“Wait a minute,” Tosh said to the Dolphin.

“Shut up,” the Dolphin said.

“I got a flash for you,” McKay said. “It ain’t yours no more.”

“Don’t you know,” the Dolphin whispered with words meant only for McKay, “you are fighting for nothing.”

McKay’s smile was ice. “Oh, I know,” he said. “Oh, how I know, brother.” McKay handed me a brown paper bag. “Open that,” he said to me. I felt the outlines of a bottle. It was indeed a small green bottle that I handed to McKay. The liquid inside moved like a small sea.

“What the hell?” Tosh said. We had all of us expected the stiletto or the .22.

Tosh and the Marine shifted their weight from one foot to the other. The Pack was tense and waiting.

“McKay,” the Dolphin said. He stood still as iron, and yet the paintings on his skin seemed to move. The butterfly shuddered and curled its wings around the Dolphin’s cold eye.

McKay raised the green bottle as if in a toast. “For teaching me everything I know,” he said to the Dolphin. The bottle was raised in the air. The laughter that sounded from McKay’s throat was deep and seemed not to come from him at all. I did not think his laughter could be such a dark sound.

“It’s acid,” someone said. “It’s lye.”

I stood close enough to McKay to feel his breathing deepen. I knew, without touching him, that he was shaking. McKay moved his hand quick as light. The lye was in the air. Like dreamers, we in the candy store watched McKay; like dreamers, we listened to the Dolphin cry out. Then he clawed at his eyes. McKay winced and touched one hand to the left side of his own face and smiled. He signaled the Pack, and then there were shouts and the sound of knuckles and boots. In the dim fluorescent light, the Dolphin knelt before McKay on the tile floor. I stood by McKay and watched the Dolphin’s tattooed hands tear at his burning eyes.

“McKay,” I heard Starry say. “My God, why didn’t you just shoot him through the head?”

Tosh and the Marine lay motionless on the floor; arms had been broken, skin cut, shouts and protest had been beaten into silence. The Pack began to carry the two half-conscious Orphans into the stolen Sears truck; they would be driven to the Brooklyn marshlands where they would wake with the taste of blood in their mouths and the knowledge that the Avenue was lost.

Starry sat on a counter stool. She raised her small thin legs so that the Dolphin would not touch her as he crawled blindly on the tile floor. He moaned and pawed gently at his eyes. He had been blinded by the lye, and now even the tattoos he had painted on his skin to disguise scars were disfigured.

I held my arm around McKay, but McKay only stared. He held one hand to his face. I kissed him then, I kissed him for a long time. I wanted to kiss him for so long that when I moved my lips away from his I would again see an empty candy store. But when I moved away from him, Starry still sat at the counter, the Dolphin still lay upon the floor.

I whispered McKay’s name, but he did not answer my voice, as he had not answered my kiss. I covered the hand he held to his face with my own, and then my fingers felt what was now unprotected by McKay’s palm: the liquid heat of blood on his skin. Only a few drops of the lye McKay had thrown into the Dolphin’s eyes had fallen onto his own face, but those few drops had eaten through his skin like maggots.

I ran to the sink, stopping to rummage in my coat pocket for a silk scarf. I ran the scarf under cold water. Then I held the silk to McKay’s skin and bathed the flesh that had been touched with lye. There was a small but very deep hole in his left cheek. McKay didn’t move, he did not speak. And only when I could no longer look at his wound, did I notice the curve of McKay’s lips. Outside on the Avenue the wind was dying, but still snow fell deeper and deeper, and I saw now that McKay smiled.

2

McKay and Baby Perez had arranged to meet at midnight in the parking lot of the High I-Cue Pool Hall. Perez would then drive Starry to the abortionist in the South Bronx who, Perez claimed, had received a degree from Albert Einstein Medical College. The High I-Cue was located in Pack territory. Perez would wait till twelve-thirty and no later; if McKay did not arrive, he would know the Avenue still belonged to the Dolphin.

We sped over the ice, so as not to be late; each time we were caught by a red light, each time McKay hit the brakes, the Chevy skidded wildly. McKay held the silk kerchief to the wound on his cheek; he steered the car with one hand. In the back seat Starry had accidentally dropped a lit match into the upholstery as she attempted to light a cigarette. “Jesus fucking Christ,” she muttered.

The time was minutes before midnight. I moved close to McKay and lifted my hand to touch his face. “Let me see,” I said.

He jerked his head away from me. “No,” was all he said.

We pulled into the near-empty parking lot of the pool hall. McKay turned off the ignition and rolled his window down.

“I’m cold,” I said. In the back seat Starry was mumbling and lighting matches.

“Shut up,” McKay said to her.

“You shut up,” she said.

“He’s late,” I said of Perez.

McKay did not answer me.

“I say, he’s late,” I repeated.

We waited for some time in silence. Then the headlights of a small sports car shone on the Avenue. Perez parked a red MG convertible close to the Chevy. His velvet cape scattered snowflakes around his boots as he walked toward McKay’s window.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Perez said. “Everything is everything, and we have got it to-gether.”

“I’m cold,” I whispered.

“Shut up,” McKay said.

“No trouble?” Perez asked.

“None,” said McKay.

Perez studied McKay’s face. “You got cut,” he said, and McKay shrugged. “As long as the other dude’s looking worse.” He laughed. McKay was silent. “The other dude does look worse, doesn’t he? The Dolphin is taken care of?”

“The Dolphin is taken care of,” McKay said. “The Avenue is now yours to deal whatever you want.”

“Solid,” Perez said. He peered into the back seat. “This is the chick?”

“Fuck you,” Starry said. “Who is this joker?” she asked.

“This joker don’t take no trash,” Perez said. “So cut the babbling and let’s get it on.”

“I’m not ready,” Starry said.

“Well, you better be ready,” Perez said.

“A couple of minutes won’t kill you,” McKay said.

“Shit, man,” Perez said. “This guy’s a doctor, and a doctor keeps to his appointment schedule.”

“A doctor, my ass,” McKay said. “We got a last transaction to settle.”

Perez agreed to wait. He returned to the sports car. His head moved to the rhythm of the radio.

McKay turned. “Give me the shit,” he said to Starry.

“I don’t know what you mean, McKay.”

“I want that spoonful,” McKay said.

“McKay,” Starry said. “I don’t have it, I thought you took it. One of the fuckers from the Pack must have lifted it.”

McKay opened his door. He left the car and opened the back door. “Get out,” he said.

“Hey, boy, it’s cold out there,” Starry protested.

I left the Chevy and walked around to where McKay stood. I held my winter coat around my shoulders and the air rushed through the material of my blouse like cold needles. I held his arm. “McKay,” I said. “Don’t. You don’t have to.”

“Get out,” he said to Starry.

“Honey, if you’re in pain, if your face is hurting bad, I got Darvon and codeine.”

McKay did not answer me.

“We can go to an emergency ward, maybe they’ll give you Demerol. You just say you were holding a bottle of cleaning fluid and your hand slipped.”

Starry slid slowly out of the back of the Chevy. Her eyes seemed to be studying possible paths of escape. She needed McKay and Perez if she wanted the ride to the South Bronx. But she also wanted to hold on to the heroin I knew she carried in her purse. “McKay,” she said as we stood in the snow, “what you want with heroin? You can get all the money you need dealing coke for Perez. And you’re straight, you ain’t got no habit.”

“Give me the spoon,” McKay said, grabbing her arm.

“You’re going to do it again,” I said. “You’re goddamn going to do it again.”

“What do you want? What the hell do you want from me?” McKay said.

“I want to go home.” I said. “McKay, I just want to go home.” He had the Avenue now; he was free to walk and deal on any street corner. The Dolphin was taken care of, and McKay had proven that he was through with honor, and that he was no longer anyone’s fool. What did he want?

Starry handed him the plastic bag; McKay studied the junk. “Almost two spoons,” he mused.

“Fuck you,” Starry said.

“And the works,” McKay said. “Give me your works.”

Starry handed him a dull-edged needle and a tarnished metal spoon.

“Give me enough for a fix,” she said. “Give me enough to get off. I don’t want to get sick.”

“One of the Pack must have lifted the dope?” McKay sneered.

“Give it to her,” I said. Starry was trembling.

“Let’s go inside,” McKay said. “Let’s all of us go inside.”

I held Starry’s arm, and we followed McKay into the pool hall. We passed the green felt tables and continued toward the rear, to a narrow hallway outside the toilet door.

“You wait out here,” I said to McKay.

“And trust her with the junk?” McKay laughed. “Not a chance.” He opened the door; the three of us entered the fluorescent-lit toilet; our reflections moved in the mirror which hung above a stained porcelain sink. McKay locked the door; he removed his belt.

“Don’t bother with that,” Starry said. From her purse she produced a rubber tube and a clamp. She wound the tube around her arm and clamped it tightly. “What do you say?” she demanded of McKay. McKay began to fix the heroin. “Just like the good old days,” Starry sneered.

I did not want to be there with them. “I’m going to wait outside,” I said.

“No, you won’t,” McKay said. He no longer bothered to hold the scarf to his face. The hole in his skin was raw and deep.

“Well, you sure ain’t gonna be no beauty no more,” Starry said to McKay. She tossed her raccoon coat to the floor, and sat upon it. The clamp was tight around the rubber tubing; her veins rose pale and blue.

“Come on,” she said to McKay. “Come on,” she urged.

McKay walked toward her. Starry still wore a woolen hat pulled over her hair. She stared up at McKay and he knelt. When the heroin entered her, Starry sighed, as if in the act of love.

McKay stood over the sink and fixed more dope. The water ran. McKay stared at me and nodded.

“McKay,” I said. The night seemed too long; the night seemed to last forever.

“Come here,” he said. I shook my head. “Hey.” McKay smiled. “Get over here.”

I stood with my back against the wall. “Go ahead and kill yourself,” I said. “Go ahead and start it all again, but I’m having nothing to do with it.”

“You know,” McKay said, “you’re no fun anymore. You just ain’t no fun.” Starry sat slumped over on the tiles; she watched us until she could no longer keep her eyes open. “When was the last time you got high?” McKay said.

“I don’t know,” I said. I bit my thumb and began to count the tiles of the soundproof ceiling.

“It’s about time,” he said. “It’s about time you did.”

Each time before when we got high together I had been the one to ask McKay permission. Only a few times had he allowed me heroin. And even then, he always avoided my veins.

“Why?” I said.

“I want you with me,” he said.

“I’m with you,” I said.

McKay shook his head. “I want you high with me.”

For me, heroin had always been the way to connect with McKay, and now it was he who wanted to connect. He held me and whispered, “Please.”

I began to shake. “Don’t say that,” I said.

“What?” McKay whispered.

“Don’t say please to me.”

We were so far apart there was no other way to make a connection, and so I moved away from him and rolled up my sleeve.

It seemed I could not say no.

Before McKay could form words into questions I had already said yes. Each demand, any request—none could I ever deny. I could not say no.

I did not want to be involved in war with the Orphans; I did not want heroin; but I could not help myself—I still wanted McKay. And I believed the way to have him was to say yes. So I said yes to lies, and to the needle; so I agreed when I did not agree, so I wanted what I did not want.

More terrifying than the effects of beatings or murder were thoughts of the effects of the word no. Would McKay leave me, would I be left alone, would I realize later that yes had been the correct answer all along, and didn’t McKay know more than I did anyway? Who was I to say no to him, especially when he needed me? When he needed me to say yes.

It was heroin that was the mood we moved in, but I did not want the heroin to move in me. I could not be twice owned: not by McKay and heroin both. Yet, I was scarring my arm for him with tracks the way others had scarred their legs by carving McKay’s initials encircled by hearts. But I did not think it was heroin that McKay shot into my vein; I believed it was love; it was need; it was want. How could I say no? Both of us needed magic to make connections: I needed charms; he needed dust. What, finally, was the difference between the two? We were in need, and it was so difficult to make a connection that, when one was offered, I could not refuse. I dared not refuse. I held out my arm and I nodded yes.

But on my tongue there was a different word.

“That’s it,” he whispered. I closed my eyes and heard him whisper again, “Yes, that’s it.” But it did not seem as if he spoke to me, and so I did not answer.

I felt the belt being tightly wrapped around my arm; I felt my breathing deepen.

“You’re going to skin-pop it, yeah?” I said to McKay.

He did not answer me. He stood by the sink, holding a lit match under the spoon.

“McKay?” I said.

“You’ll see how much better it is,” he said.

Of course, I knew how much stronger, better the rush of mainlining was. But I did not want it; I did not want to be that high. “You’ll see,” McKay said. He held my arm now, he placed his lips to the vein that throbbed at the inside of my elbow.

And I was certain, as I touched my hand to McKay’s face, and I was certain as he pulled the belt tighter still around my arm, that he needed me. McKay needed me with him and I did not think I would be able to say no; I did not think I would be able to speak.

I felt the rush immediately, felt the warmth and sweetness of the heroin throughout my body, as if white powder had replaced all of the blood that flowed through my veins.

It was good.

“That’s better, isn’t it?” I heard McKay say, and I nodded.

He loosened the belt and then removed it from around my arm. I felt very easy and slow; I leaned against the wall for support. I watched McKay’s back. He was at the sink again. In his mouth he held the tail end of the belt, which was now wrapped around his arm. He pulled it with his teeth until it was taut as wire.

Starry stood up. She threw the raccoon coat about her shoulders. “I’ll tell you something,” she whispered to me. I looked into her pale eyes and the pupils were tiny as moth’s eyes. “He’s changed. He’s really changed, you know what I mean?”

“He’s in shock,” I whispered. I could not tell if my words were intelligible. I knew I was slurring syllables.

“Honey,” Starry said, “we’re all in shock.”

“Are we?” I said. I wanted to sleep. I wanted to leave, because I felt if I did not leave I would have to lie on the tile floor and cover myself with a winter coat and dream.

“You are wasted,” Starry said. “You are stone wasted,” she whispered, it seemed, in my ear. “Why you want to mess with this shit?”

“Ssh,” I said to her. I did not want to speak.

Finally McKay was finished. He cloaked himself once more in the black leather he had removed when he fixed himself.

“You ready?” he said softly.

“Who is waiting on who?” Starry said, opening the door and walking into the hallway. “It’s goodbye to the Avenue for me,” Starry called behind her. “Thank the Lord, it is goodbye.”

“Let’s go,” McKay said to me. He held one arm around my shoulders. I leaned close against him and rested my head upon his chest. We followed Starry through the pool hall, past sharpshooters aiming cues, and into the street. My knees felt weak, and the air seemed incredibly cold.

“The Arctic,” I said, and I shivered even though McKay held me close as we walked.

Starry stopped before she reached the MG. She stood on the ice, in the night; her eyes were closed. I had to be sick.

“McKay,” I whispered. I moved away from his arm; I knelt by the side of the Chevy. I felt ice at my knees; I bent my head. I could feel McKay was still beside me. “Go away,” I said.

“I won’t,” he answered.

“Goddamn it, go away,” I said. I wanted to be sick alone. I vomited several times; I did not think I would have the strength to stand; but I stood. McKay opened the Chevy’s doors; he sat behind the wheel and rested his head on the upholstery. Starry was now in the red MG, which was ringed with a cloud of marijuana smoke that had filtered through the open car windows into the night. I stood alone in the parking lot of the High I-Cue Pool Hall and looked at Starry. Perez had started his engine. When Starry noticed that I stared at her she rolled her window up. She did not smile; she did not wave. There were no words of goodbye between us. She only rolled her window up and shook her head.

Perez drove away; the sports car’s black exhaust and the odor of marijuana lingered in the air. She would not be back—she had no reason to come back. I watched the taillights disappear on the Avenue; and then I realized I was cold. I realized just how cold I was. I got into the Chevy and closed the door. I could not tell if McKay knew I was with him now or not. His eyes were closed; his head nodded far down on his shoulder.

I whispered his name once, but I did not call him again. I waited for McKay to open his eyes. He swallowed and rubbed at his nose. He lit a cigarette for himself and one for me. My fingers were like rubber. I dropped the cigarette on the floor of the car; I leaned down and found the burning tobacco.

“Let’s go home,” McKay said. We finished our cigarettes, and then McKay started the engine. I fought to keep my eyes open, but the lids were so heavy I could not help but rest my head back and close my eyes. I did not know McKay was watching me until he reached out his hand to touch my shoulder. I jumped slightly at his touch; I opened my eyes wide to see his dark stare upon me. His hand rested gently on my shoulder, but I moved away from him. I had to open the window and breathe in night air, for I feared I might be sick once more.
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“I just don’t trust that cocksucker,” McKay said as we drove in the Chevy down the Avenue toward the clubhouse of the Orphans.

“You’re just nervous,” I said.

“The hell I am,” McKay said. He rubbed at his nose and lit a cigarette as we waited for a red light to turn. The burn on his face had healed, but a thin scar now lined his left cheek.

“O.K.,” I said. “O.K. You’re not nervous.”

In three days McKay had finished the two spoons of heroin stolen from the Dolphin, and now he was to begin dealing for Baby Perez.

“McKay,” I said. “Perez will be there.”

“Yeah, yeah,” McKay said. “And if he’s not?”

“He’ll be at the clubhouse,” I said. If Perez failed to show at the appointed time and place, McKay would be strung out with no money and no dope. “You’re gonna be a working man, finally,” I said.

“Bullshit,” McKay said.

“You’re gonna be working for Perez,” I said.

McKay laughed. “So now I can list my occupation as ‘pusher’?”

“It’s a start,” I said.

McKay detoured at the White Castle to pick up some Cokes. We sat in the Chevy with the headlights switched on.

“Well,” McKay said, after he had ordered from the waitress who appeared at the car window. “I better have an occupation that makes money, with two habits to support.”

“What two habits?” I said as the waitress reappeared with two large plastic cups.

“Yours and mine,” McKay answered. I was silent while he paid for the Cokes, rolled up the windows, and restarted the Chevy.

When we had rolled out of the White Castle driveway and were once again on the Avenue, I said, “You’re crazy. I don’t have a habit.”

McKay laughed. He steered the Chevy with one hand and drank with the other. When he shifted gears, drops of Coke fell onto my leg.

“Fuck you, I don’t,” I said. I could count the number of times I had mainlined. So I had been chipping, so big deal.

“All right,” McKay said. “All right, all right.”

“I mean it,” I said.

A Ford Falcon full of girls stopped beside us at a red light; the girls were staring at McKay.

“And I said, all right,” McKay said.

The light turned green; McKay lit a cigarette. The car next to us did not move and the girls still stared at McKay.

“The light changed,” I said.

“I know it,” McKay said, ripping the Chevy into gear.

The Falcon followed us. I knew there were giggles and sighs in that car.

“Do you get high every day?” McKay asked. I drained my Coke, threw the cup on the floor, and didn’t answer. It was true: I got high every day on something, but only because there was nothing else to do, and only because McKay was always high and I knew he wanted me with him. “Well, is that normal?” McKay sneered. “You going to tell me you’re straight?”

“Drop dead,” I said.

The Chevy was too fast for the Ford to keep up; we lost it at a bend in the Avenue. McKay parked in front of Munda’s City Line Liquor Store. “That makes you happy,” I said. “It really makes you happy to think I’m a junkie like you.”

“Watch it,” McKay said.

But I knew it did; of course it made him happy. I could be satisfied with marijuana and a Budweiser, but McKay smiled when I sat with him at the kitchen table measuring out heroin from a glassine bag.

“No junkie ever thinks they’re a junkie,” McKay said shortly.

I had heard that Omen House platitude enough times. “And no asshole ever thinks they’re an asshole,” I said. I left the Chevy, slammed the door shut, and stared into the liquor-store window. When I turned, McKay still sat in the driver’s seat of the Chevy, both his hands grasping the wheel tightly. I thought perhaps he might be right: in faking love there was the danger of falling into it; was there the same danger in faking a habit? McKay opened the Chevy door; he stood on the sidewalk in black leather.

“Don’t start up with me,” he warned.

“Do you know what you can do?” I said.

“Now, watch yourself.”

“You can keep your heroin. Keep it,” I said. “I don’t fucking need it.”

“Get over here,” McKay said as Perez pulled up to the curb in a ’62 Corvette with New Jersey plates. “Get over here, because if you make a scene or if you embarrass me, I’ll kill you.”

Perez walked over the ice. He was wearing a suit of burgundy velvet. He greeted McKay with a handshake. In his other hand he carried a large leather briefcase. McKay held my arm tightly. We walked past the liquor store, and then down the cement steps that led to the clubhouse. McKay opened the padlocked door with a key I did not know he still had. We went into the basement and McKay switched on the light. Perez placed his briefcase on the floor.

Perez cased the room. “If only,” he said, “I could communicate to you in the Gypsy tongue of Romany; for that is a language with words to describe this place.”

“A dump,” I said.

Perez nodded. “A dump,” he agreed.

The clubhouse was indeed a mess: one window had been broken into, by the Pack or by some corner kids; snow, which had been blown inside by the Avenue wind, had melted and now flooded the floor where the mattresses lay. The odor of mildew was everywhere. Cans and bottles were littered about; posters had been ripped from the wall, and Mick Jagger now stared down at us from the wall with only one eye.

I walked across the room surveying the wreckage. “Just lovely,” I said.

“Shut up,” McKay said. “Just shut up.” He began to pick up cans and newspapers from the floor. I sat down on an orange crate. Perez pulled up another and also sat.

“Mildew on velvet, you can never get that off,” he confided to me.

I did not know if McKay had forgotten that Perez and I sat in the clubhouse, for he ignored us; he continued to clean.

“Let’s get down to business,” Perez said finally. McKay dropped a load of wet newspapers and magazines in a corner. “First of all,” Perez said. “You come to me; I don’t come to you. From now on we meet in the Bronx; none of this commuting shit for me.”

“All right,” McKay agreed. He leaned on the table, around which the soldiers of the Orphans had once held council meetings.

“I expect to make a two-hundred-percent profit at all times,” Perez said. He looked at me. “It’s the Gypsy in me. You be cool with me and I’ll be cool with you,” he said to McKay.

McKay lit a cigarette; his hands shook slightly. He needed a fix, and I wanted to divert Perez’s stare from McKay’s unsteady hands.

“That briefcase alligator?” I said.

“No, no. Crocodile,” he said.

“Hear that, McKay?” I said. “Crocodile.”

McKay grabbed my arm. “You either shut up …” he said.

“Or what?” I said. I was not afraid of McKay’s threats.

“Dig yourself,” Perez said. “All the chick said is ‘It’s crocodile.’ ” Perez smiled. “Ah,” he said. “That mean something special between you two?”

The code of lovers? It amused me to think Perez believed so. Any words between McKay and me could begin an argument—no code was necessary, any words would do.

“You are one edgy dude,” Perez said. “You are one edgy dude for a man who’s kicked his jones. And you are straight, right?”

“Shit, yes,” said McKay, stomping his cigarette out on the clubhouse floor.

“You don’t mind if I see your arms?” Perez said.

McKay backed away.

“What about Starry?” I asked. “Was Starry all right when you drove her to the doctor’s?” If he looked at McKay’s arms the tracks would betray a habit begun when McKay had not been out of Omen House more than a week.

“She’s a bitch, but the dude said she’s a fairly healthy bitch,” Perez said. As he answered me, he continued to look at McKay. “Your arm,” he insisted. “Just for the sake of business, you understand.”

“See, I’m only gonna get off on the weekends, then I can be straight and deal during the week.”

“Only on the weekends.” Perez laughed.

“We did some partying to celebrate the end of the Dolphin,” McKay said. “But I got it under control.”

“Don’t be shining me on,” Perez warned. “Because I will not have a junkie dealing for me. A junkie dealing is a junkie stealing. You know what I mean?”

McKay nodded. “I know what you mean,” he said.

Perez rested his briefcase on the tabletop. When the case was clicked open, three separate compartments appeared. “Cocaine, amphetamine, heroin,” said Perez.

“Nice,” McKay said.

“You bet your ass it’s nice. And nicer still when this case is returned to me and it’s filled with money.”

McKay eyed the white powders. “I don’t need the briefcase,” he said; he removed the leather jacket and showed Perez the pockets sewn into the inner lining.

Perez appraised the secret pockets. “Very hip,” he said. “You got a tailor that does that?”

McKay laughed as he began to store the plastic bags in his jacket. “No, I ain’t got no tailor.”

Perez shrugged. “I guess I don’t care what you got, as long as you don’t got the mind to beat me. You know what I mean?” Perez smiled. “Because I mean I’ll kill you if you pull any double crosses. Business, you understand.”

“Sure, sure,” McKay said. He held the bag of heroin to the light. “Looks good.”

“Is good,” Perez answered.

“I want to know what I’m selling,” McKay said.

Perez nodded, and McKay motioned me to hand him the tiny silver spoon I carried in my pocket. He snorted a bit of heroin; he waited for a while; and then McKay said, “Very ace.”

“So then, it’s solid,” Perez said. They shook hands once more. “Same time next week, only you’ll be coming to me, you hear?”

McKay cloaked himself in the black leather jacket lined with dope; we left the clubhouse, leaving Perez figuring out some equations on a piece of legal-size paper balanced on his briefcase.

“Later,” Perez called out. Once on the Avenue McKay took my hand.

“We could make it, you know,” McKay said. “We could make it if you could only learn when to shut up and when to talk.”

“I didn’t do good in there?” I said.

“You did good,” he had to agree.

I thought we might make it if we left heroin and the Avenue behind; but once we were in the Chevy McKay was already talking about dealing.

“First I’m gonna take what’s mine,” he said as we drove back down the Avenue, past the White Castle, past Monty’s and St. Anne’s. “Then I’m gonna cut the rest of the shit with sugar and make a fortune.”

“McKay,” I said as we pulled up at a pump at the Esso station across from our apartment, “what happens when Perez checks you for tracks?”

McKay told the attendant to fill the tank. “What happens is he won’t find shit. I’ll shoot it under my tongue or behind my knees; Perez will never know.”

I looked at McKay and sighed.

“Don’t look at me and sigh,” McKay said.

The back door of the Chevy opened, and Tony got in the car. “Brother,” the kid said.

“Just who I be looking for,” McKay said. “You ever bag dope?” he asked. When Tony shook his head, McKay said, “We got to cut the shit and then bag it into dimes.”

“The whole Avenue knows you’re the main man now,” Tony said.

McKay had taken over the Dolphin’s position as the Avenue’s dealer. Soon our telephone would be ringing; in the night our door would be knocked upon and tense voices would whisper and deals would be made. “The whole Avenue knows where to come when they’re in need.”

McKay smiled. He paid for the gas and steered the Chevy across the Avenue. The three of us went upstairs. “Got to get some locks on this here door,” McKay said. It was now common Avenue knowledge that our apartment would be the place to find dope. McKay emptied the contents of his jacket on the wooden floor.

“Holy shit,” Tony said.

McKay laid down newspapers, and from the dresser drawer he produced glassine envelopes, a scale, and a pound of sugar. I went into the kitchen, thinking of making dinner, thinking of banging pots and pans and running the water so loudly as to block out their talk. I looked in the cupboard and refrigerator—there was only oatmeal, beer, bread, tuna fish, and the .22 stored next to a can of coffee.

“Fuck it, McKay,” I called. “There’s never anything in this house. There are never any eggs. And there’s no butter. What the hell?” I sat at the kitchen table; I began to cry.

McKay came into the kitchen. I covered my eyes. He lit a cigarette and handed it to me. I didn’t look at him. McKay sat down at the kitchen table with me. Finally I looked at him: his eyes were dark and warm upon me.

“There’s nothing to cook,” I said. Tony sat on the wooden floor in the other room.

“Do you want me to take you out somewhere?” McKay asked. I shook my head. “Do you want to get high?” he said softly.

“No,” I said. “No.”

McKay reached for his wallet and placed a five-dollar bill on the tabletop. “Go to the grocery,” he said. “I’ll wait for you. I’ll be here.”

When I went into the other room, McKay’s arm was around me. But it was too late in the day or the season, and my eyes were already too wide to close. I decided to leave him.

After all the nights, the waiting, the lies, I knew that the Avenue was still the same—it would remain between City Lines, surrounded by fast Chevys and Fords, coated by ice and leather and fine white dust. And the mood would still be there—still wedged between the unturned pages of movie magazines, still breathing in the back seats of convertibles. The same pattern of snow would fall on the sidewalks, the ivy would grow along brick walls; the waves of liquid in the veins would be constant. McKay’s eyes would still be as dark, and the tracks of the needle would always find the same vein.

McKay helped me into my winter coat. As I left the apartment, McKay and Tony were already testing cocaine. I walked down the Avenue, past the gas stations, to a small grocery store. I picked up eggs and milk; my eyes felt tired. I followed the length of the dairy case; I began to cry. When I reached inside my coat pocket I discovered I had left the five dollars on the kitchen table—it didn’t seem to matter anymore; I was not sure I would have ever been able to decide between small curd and large. I was sure only that if I moved one foot outside the circle I could walk away: what held me was only air, what held me was dust.

The Avenue was stuck in the mood; I was not. And what I left would not be McKay, would not be heroin or the Avenue. It was only the mood. I slowly moved a foot that had been paralyzed by air; I decided to leave the circle.
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When I woke, the first thing I saw was his arm on the pillow. Abscesses had already begun to form on his skin, pale white marks ran in tracks.

I left the bed, and though the air was cold, and though I stood naked, I threw open the window. Outside on the Avenue was January and ice. I turned from the window. McKay slept with his mouth open. I smiled and lit a cigarette; with the first intake of smoke, I felt my morning blood live. Now I would leave him.

I sat down again on the bed close to McKay; I watched him breathe. I moved my hand along the skin of his shoulder, and in his sleep he moved closer. He was a beautiful sleeper. I reached over to the floor and killed my cigarette in an ashtray that overflowed with matches and ash onto the wooden floor. Beneath our apartment the auto mechanic was already at work; finely tuned engines hummed and shook our floor with a gentle vibration. Winter sun and air fell through the open window; I was not cold because I lay close to McKay.

I slowed my breathing so that our bodies moved and breathed together. I moved my hand along his face as if recording the planes and angles with my fingers; I avoided touching the scar on his cheek. I moved my hand along his body; I touched him as though I were blind, as though I read his body as Braille. I wanted to wake him right away and tell him, and at the same time I wanted to continue watching him sleep.

While I waited for McKay to wake, I began silently listing the items I would pack in my suitcase. The list was not long. There was more sun as time passed, but the room grew colder. I could not wait any longer. Finally I whispered his name. McKay would not open his eyes. He held me close and whispered, “Shut up,” but I would not let him sleep.

“McKay,” I said.

He held one finger to his lips. “Don’t talk,” he said.

I moved so that I lay on top of him. “Just let me tell you one thing,” I said.

“Quiet,” he said.

I touched my tongue to his lips; his arms were around me. “I’m leaving you,” I said.

McKay laughed.

Up through the open window filtered the sounds of the Avenue—engines and skidding tires. Outside pigeons circled, and snow froze hard as ice.

“I’m leaving you,” I said again.

“Did you leave the window open?” he asked.

I stood up, went to the window, closed it, and then returned to bed.

“McKay,” I said.

“I heard you. I heard you,” he said. “You’re not going anywhere.” I did not answer. “It’s heroin,” he said finally.

I shook my head. No, it wasn’t heroin. I had been with McKay on heroin, off heroin, strung out, hooked again. He had a habit now. He had money enough to support it, and he would get busted again and would kick again. And again.

“What is. it? What is it?” he asked. “Nothing’s different. Nothing’s changed.”

“I know,” I said.

“So?” he said. “Don’t tell me this makes a difference?” He touched the scar on his face.

“Do you mean are you still beautiful?” I asked. “You are still beautiful.”

“Uh huh,” McKay said. “You ain’t leaving.”

We made love for a long time. And for once I did not have to fake love; this time I made it. I forgot old movements and sighs; I forgot the Avenue, its spells and faces. I was myself; I felt and moved as myself. It was because I was going that I was able to come. When McKay moved away from me, I did not feel the need immediately to leave the bed; there was no reason to hurry.

“No,” McKay said. “No, you’re not leaving. Tell me that wasn’t good,” he said, “and I’ll tell you you’re a liar.”

I smiled.

“I knew it,” he said, lighting a cigarette. “I knew it.”

I left the bed and reached underneath the mattress where my suitcase was stored. I rested the suitcase on the bed and clicked it open. There would not be much to pack. Dust that had collected around the edges of the suitcase fell in strings onto the sheet.

As I began to go to the closet McKay stood up and grabbed my shoulder. “Stop this shit,” he said. I looked into his eyes and then, when he released his hold, began, again, to move away.

He reached out for me again, but grabbed the chain of my silver locket as he touched my skin. The chain broke; the locket fell onto the floor. The metal sounded softly on wooden planks. “Do you hear me?” he said.

“I hear you,” I said. “Did you hear me?”

We stood in the middle of the room and kissed. And then McKay laughed. “I don’t think I did hear you,” he said.

He walked away from me and opened the dresser drawer where the envelopes of heroin were stored. Then he went toward the toilet. I sat on the bed and watched him move away. At the door McKay hesitated and turned. “You wait there for me,” he said. When he closed the door of the bathroom, I stood up. I dressed in jeans and a sweater, and then folded some clothes into the suitcase. I looked at the bathroom door and I was slow—there seemed no need to hurry.

As I walked down the stairs and out past the auto repair shop, I knew McKay had begun to roll up his sleeve. When I passed the Chevy McKay planned to race again in the spring, he was already measuring the heroin into a silver spoon. I walked to the subway station, and, as the doors of the train closed behind me, I imagined he had pulled the belt tightly around his arm. The heroin would melt like snow into the blue liquid that ran through his veins. I knew that, as he sat on the rim of the bathtub, his dark eyes were closed.

I slid open the door leading to the next subway car and stood on the platform, my suitcase beside me, the wind around me. Already I imagined his eyes were closed. I lit a cigarette. I rode through the tunnel between cars, unable to see into either because of the underground grime that covered the windows. And as the subway followed tracks, and as it hit hard against the tunnel walls, I traced the letters of my name in the dust of the window. I erased the print with my palm. Then I wrote my name again with the very edge of my fingertip, and I could not help but smile.
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For Lillie


Part One

TWO ESTHERS


Chapter One

ONCE, when Esther the Black was eighteen, she sat on the porch of her grandmother’s house and dragged her feet in the dust until her toes were coated and dark. She had lived within the walls that surrounded the Compound of houses owned by her grandparents all of her life, but she promised herself that this year would be different. Esther struck the head of a blue-tipped kitchen match along the railing; she lit a cigarette and tilted her denim cap back on her dark hair. Although she was the same age her grandmother was when the old woman gave birth to her first and only child, Phillip, Esther the Black looked young, she looked like any orphan scowling in the sun. The cap protected Esther’s eyes, but the light was still white hot across her skin; it was the time of year they called Drowning Season, and the day would soon be too hot to sit outdoors; already the heat rose from the grass and the dust in maniac waves.

From where she sat, Esther the Black could see the harbor, and beyond that, the Sound. In the center of the group of houses was a large circular green, surrounded by feathery mimosa trees. And farther up on the porch, in a white wicker rocking chair, the girl’s grandmother, Esther the White, dreamed in the sun, her long hair caught up with tiny silver pins.

Esther the Black refused to look at her grandmother; so she stared, instead, at the collection she had begun as a child which decorated her grandparents’ porch and every other porch in the Compound. Sea urchin shells, green crabs, and blood sea stars rested in rows on the wooden railings, and Esther ran her foot through the dusty shadows of their skeletons. It was the first summer the girl had thought she would be free; she had finished school, she had planned to travel far from the Compound. But now, as the air closed in and the orange lilies grew so close they seemed to root between her toes, it might have been any summer of her life.

“If you sit on this porch any longer,” Esther the White called to her granddaughter, “your muscles will freeze, your bones will be paralyzed, and you’ll never be able to move again. That’s what laziness does.”

Esther the Black ignored her grandmother; she watched the lawn, where her father, Phillip, sat in a low wooden chair. Beyond the sea wall, the harbor was motionless.

“Of course you think I know nothing,” Esther the White continued, as she rocked in her white wicker chair. “Of course you would rather contract the plague than listen to me.”

Esther the Black scowled. All of the family was marked with a dislike for Esther the White, and that was how the girl had gotten her name. Phillip had named his daughter on a hot August day, with an ancient hostility and a smile. For although Esther the White and Mischa had severed any connection to Judaism, and had even changed their family name while living in France, Phillip was aware that children should only be named after the dead, never the living. He had had a slight interest in their ignored religion for a time, he had even tried to teach himself Hebrew, until his then current analyst had convinced him the act was regressive. Still, he knew enough to watch very carefully during the announcement of his newborn daughter’s name, and he was sure he could see his mother’s body suddenly tighten.

“I have to admit that I am ignoring you,” Esther the Black told her grandmother. And what was the difference; she had ignored her for years. When Esther the Black’s own mother Rose was too ill with hangovers, or the vapors, or sadness, Esther the White had taken charge of the girl’s upbringing. And so, Esther the Black’s childhood had been strict—though she rebelled. She had traded starched white blouses for schoolmates’ T-shirts, she had ripped every ruffled dress, had even spilled soup on the silk scarves Esther the White tied around her neck; and when Esther the White ordered that the girl be driven to school in her grandfather’s blood-colored Cadillac, Esther the Black still waited for the school bus, and she sneaked aboard like a pirate with a book bag.

“Naturally you’re ignoring me.” Esther the White nodded in the sun. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be young and stupid.”

For as long as she could remember, Esther the Black had disliked everything about her grandmother. The way she spoke, her slow, straight posture; even the way her long, pale hand reached for a silver salt shaker at the dinner table.

“If I were you,” Esther the White continued, “I’d be on the beach, getting some exercise, feeling the cool water on my ankles.”

The girl wanted to see her grandmother, who dressed in linen and silk, even on the hottest days, climbing over the sea wall, now that the gate was locked for Drowning Season.

“When I was a girl, I was foolish, although not as stupid as you,” Esther the White said.

Esther the Black tried to imagine her grandmother as a foolish girl, but she could not; she could only imagine what she had always known: strict orders through pale, wrinkled lips. Over the years Esther the Black’s feeling had grown; it had blossomed from distaste to resentment; and finally, like a clear white flower, motionless in the heat, Esther the Black felt herself hating the woman who rocked so slowly behind her that the rocking chair scraped like claws on the wooden porch boards.

“You were never foolish,” Esther the Black said.

“No.” Esther the White shrugged. “I guess not,” she said.

And, although Esther the White was never foolish, she had a talent for making others feel that way. Esther the Black could not help but remember the day when she was only eleven and had slipped onto the school bus for the last time. When the bus passed in front of the high iron Compound gate, she had gone to the center of the bus, sitting among local children she knew from class and recess, but whom she never talked to outside of school and whom she certainly never invited home.

“Look who’s on the bus,” an older girl said. “The nigger.”

“I don’t know what she’s talking about,” Esther the Black confessed to the kindergartner who shared her seat.

“Yes you do,” the girl continued. “I heard your grandmother call you Esther the Black last weekend in St. Fredrics. I know that they lock you in a closet at home, so that nobody will know about you.”

Esther the Black had no idea what a nigger might be, but some of the other children were now staring at her, and the kindergartner at her side was about to cry, tears welled up in his eyes.

“I’m Hawaiian,” Esther the Black said quickly.

“Hah,” the older girl said. “Let’s hear you speak Hawaiian, big shot.”

Esther the Black kept her mouth shut. For some time she had felt there was something different about her, something wrong. Her grandmother always lowered her voice when she called the girl by name, and it was always Esther the Black, never just Esther. And then, in the school bus, watched carefully by the other students, Esther wondered if Black meant something more than the color of her hair, she wondered if it might be better to have hair like her grandmother’s, hair long as white chiffon.

But, before anyone could call her more names, before Esther could cry, the school bus was cut off at the corner of Main Street. The Cadillac, driven by the hired man, Cohen, had swerved in front of the bus, and Esther the Black’s grandmother was pounding on the glass doors with rings on all of her fingers. The bus driver had no choice; who wouldn’t open a door for Esther the White when she tossed a blue silk scarf over her shoulder and stared so coldly. And when she walked down the aisle, with posture as straight as wire, Esther the White washed silence over every grade-school child.

“Let’s go,” she said to Esther the Black. “The car is waiting.”

Esther the Black looked out the window; she pretended not to know this woman; next to her the kindergartner had begun to sniffle.

“Did you hear me?” Esther the White said. “When I was a child I would have given anything to be driven to school in a beautiful car, rather than this.” She sniffed as she looked around the bus; chewing gum stuck to the soles of her Italian shoes, peanut butter was in the air.

Esther the Black’s tormentor, a fifth-grader, who wore blue plastic rimmed eyeglasses, pulled on Esther the White’s silk sleeve. Esther the White turned as if she smelled something horrible, something bad.

“Is she Hawaiian?” the girl asked, pointing a finger at Esther the Black.

“It’s rude to point,” Esther the White told the tormentor.

“Is she?” the fifth-grader asked.

Esther the Black looked up at her grandmother. Not one muscle in the girl’s face moved, not a ruffle on her blouse. Esther the White did not even look at her granddaughter, whose skin was so summer dark, whose eyes were so huge that she might have been any race, a child of anyone.

“No,” Esther the White said, turning to walk out of the school bus, and signaling Esther the Black to follow. “She is not Hawaiian, but she certainly is a fool.”

So, Esther the Black, the liar, the non-Hawaiian, followed her grandmother off the school bus. She did not even turn when someone poked her in the ribs. That day she would have done anything to have her grandmother as an ally, to have her story backed up, to have a smile. But Esther the Black had none of those things as she followed her grandmother off the bus; and once they were inside the Cadillac, and Cohen was speeding toward the elementary school in St. Fredrics, Esther the White lit a filter-tipped cigarette and said, “They’re only envious because you ride to school in such a beautiful car. I hope you know that.”

But Esther the Black knew nothing of the sort. They weren’t envious; they hated her because she was embarrassed to visit them, to have Cohen waiting for her outside a tract house, leaning on the clean Cadillac and looking at his nails. They hated her because she wasn’t even Hawaiian as an excuse. But Esther the Black agreed, she nodded her head yes, because her grandmother was staring at her with large, pale eyes, because her mother, Rose, had made her swear not to anger the old woman because the family depended on her, on her houses, and her wealth.

And when they pulled up to the schoolhouse, miles ahead of the bus, Esther the White handed her granddaughter a tortoiseshell comb. “You should be more embarrassed over your hair than this car,” she said. “Your hair is unmanageable, like a wild dog’s.”

Esther the Black ran the comb through her short hair, but her hands were shaking; and try as she might, she could never weave her hair into long, fine chiffon.

As Esther the Black scowled, and imagined one of her few childhood memories, Esther the White pointed at her with a long, accusing finger.

“I had to work too hard,” Esther the White was saying. “I didn’t have time to be foolish.”

Esther the Black wondered what sort of work her grandmother might have ever done; her hands were as smooth as ice, even now, she only cooked dinner once a week, and she never cleaned up afterward. Her only activity which might be considered work was to drive into Manhattan once a month and consult the family’s accountant, Solomon Rath, and that was at an air-conditioned office on Madison Avenue, where Rath’s secretary served the old woman black Russian tea and cakes.

Esther the Black had begun to think quite a lot about work since her graduation from high school. If she wanted escape she would have to find a job, and yet she was qualified to do nothing but sit in the back seat of the rusty Cadillac and tell Cohen which way to turn. If she was not careful, if she was not quick, she would find herself married to the accountant’s son, Ira Rath. Esther stubbed out her cigarette in the dust. Ira Rath was now at college in Vermont, but he had been expected to become Esther’s husband since their first introduction. The family had chosen him for her in the summer when she was twelve.

“It will please your grandmother,” Rose had told Esther. “And that’s important. His family is good, and we’ll need an accountant in our family when the old woman dies. Phillip doesn’t know the difference between a stock and a bond.”

So, that summer, before Esther the Black even knew what marriage was, there was a dinner party to introduce the two. Silk scarves moved like snakes, like air, as Rose offered canapés of sour cream and chicken to the elder Raths. “What do you think of him?” she whispered to Esther the Black.

Esther the Black swept three canapés from the plate. “I hate him,” she said.

“Please,” Rose had said, peering across the room at her mother-in-law, Esther the White. “Our future depends on this liaison. Do you want to be disowned? Do you want your father to lose control of his inheritance and be sent to Rockland or Pilgrim State?”

Esther the Black just swung her legs beneath a scratchy crinoline, and was silent as her grandfather Mischa and Solomon Rath discussed the children’s engagement. Across the canapés, Ira, who was not yet fourteen, winked.

There was no doubt now, six years later, Esther the Black had not been trained to be anything but a wife. She needed a job and a means of escape, and she winced when Esther the White called from her rocking chair, “Someday you may learn to take my advice.”

Esther the Black shaded her eyes and stared upward; a helicopter, which flew in tourists from New York City to St. Fredrics, circled above the Compound. Esther the Black’s father, Phillip, rose from his lawn chair and waved a hand at the sky.

“Look at him,” Esther the Black smiled as her father greeted the helicopter, and she watched him as she would some darling child.

“Just look at him?” Esther the White said. “We have to do more than that. We have to watch him.”

When the helicopter had flown by them, Esther the Black stood on the porch stairs, and she strained to see the green stone beach which had been littered with scales, with fish heads, with fins. The poachers, a local band of fishermen who had sold Mischa the land for the Compound twenty years before when he had first planned to build the most luxurious housing development in the state, had been into the run of bluefish. The fishermen had never left the harbor, even though Mischa had hired Cohen to guard the beach. Now, Esther the Black watched from the porch as Cohen walked slowly along the stones; he sat on the last remaining dock, one the family still used occasionally, and he stared at the traces left behind by the poachers. He moved his foot in a watery circle; his foot disappeared into the water, then a leg—finally, Esther the Black could no longer see him; he had disappeared into the harbor.

And as he disappeared, Esther the Black’s great aunt, Lisa, walked across the green from her large cottage and leaned on the porch railing. “That’s right,” she said to no one in particular in a thick Viennese accent Esther the White despised. “You go swimming, Cohen, and then you tell everyone you are a gardener who is planting seaweed. If my sweetest husband could see this, Cohen would be fired in a minute.”

Esther the White raised her eyebrows. It was her husband, Mischa, and not Lisa’s, who paid Cohen’s salary. “When exactly was the last time you paid for anything?” she asked her sister-in-law.

Lisa hissed, but then was silent; true, she had been a nonpaying guest at the Compound for years, but she was the wife of Mischa’s brother. And a brother who had suffered plenty. “I’m just making a comment,” she told Esther the White.

Esther the Black ignored both women; she strained to see Cohen; his arms were breaking through the calm water. And although he was a strong swimmer—and had taught Esther the Black the backstroke and the butterfly—he was getting to be an old man, and it was summer; now even the fishermen called summer the Drowning Season. They swore that Mischa and his family had brought Drowning Season with them to the Compound, and now even the most experienced swimmer, the oldest fisherman, was in danger of drowning on the calmest days. Not that the superstition stopped their poaching. They still rowed boats far into the Sound, they still carried nets, and transistor radios, and knives; a curse was a curse, but they had to live.

And so, at night, in Drowning Season, the family could listen from their beds, they could hear the splashing of gills and arms. In the morning, before sunrise, when the sounds of struggling fish were replaced by the loud music from the transistor radios the fishermen listened to, men and women called from one painted boat to another, and they brought their woven circle of nets closer and closer to a center.

All of the women on the porch watched Cohen; not one of them would have been surprised if he had suddenly sunk to the bottom like a stone. The temperature climbed higher and higher into the nineties, the air was thick, the frogs began to call.

“Shit,” Lisa said, and she tossed her red-and-blond streaked hair as she heard the chorus. “They are in need of being cooked up,” she said of the frogs who had gathered at the sea wall for more than twenty years, as if the wall of sandstone had taken some frogs who wandered inland by surprise. Those frogs were trapped; for years they had been separated from the water, they had forgotten how to swim, they were landlocked now that the hinges on the sea-wall gate were so old they had rusted, now that the wood of the gate was scarred with barnacles. And because they could neither fly nor climb stone, the frogs sang, at odd hours of the day, alone or in a chorus.

“What I would like to do is cook them up with butter,” Lisa said. “In the biggest pot.” She examined the large diamond ring on her finger. “Ach, the headaches that gives me,” she said of the frogs’ song.

“Don’t say that,” Esther the Black said, because Lisa cooked all of the family’s meals, except on Friday night, when Esther the White honored them with her cooking. “How could anyone eat frogs?” the girl said.

Lisa, who still considered herself to be Viennese, although Max had brought her to America years before, wrinkled up her nose and sniffed. “Shows how much you know, miss,” she said. “It’s a delicacy. Anyone in Europe would know it for a fact. In Europe they know what to do with frogs who scream.”

Esther the White touched a white linen handkerchief to her forehead; she did not want to hear her sister-in-law’s thick voice when the day was so hot, and the shells of false angel’s wings littered the green stone beach, and the pain in her side which had begun last winter was strung tightly, a sharp wire somewhere beneath her skin. “Stop that,” she told Lisa. “I’m not interested in your recipes for water frogs.”

“Oh, well,” Lisa glared. “Pardon me.”

“What nonsense,” Esther the White murmured.

“I do beg your pardon,” Lisa hissed.

“Talk, talk,” Esther the White said, wishing that she had gotten a larger prescription of codeine during her last doctor’s visit. “That’s all either of you can do.”

Esther the Black turned, and when she thought the old woman had looked away she narrowed her eyes at her grandmother.

“I saw that,” Esther the White said. “Don’t think I didn’t see the face you made. Don’t think you’re so smart.”

“Such a lovely family,” Lisa sighed. “But you’ll excuse me if I don’t stay for the arguing. Because today I’m making pies, and your arguing I need like a hole in the head, like a flea on the skin.” She walked around to the kitchen door.

“You too,” Esther the White said, hoping that she would be able to walk up the stairs to her own room, thinking of what lie she might tell if someone found her doubled over in pain on the stairway landing. “Go,” she told her granddaughter. “Get out of here. I have no time for you and your dirty looks, or your smugness.”

Esther the Black edged off the porch steps. Her face grew hot, her veins moved like seas. “Who do you think you’re talking to?” she said to her grandmother.

“You,” Esther the White said. “You, Esther the Black. Go away.”

Esther the Black tilted her cap over her eyes. “I was just going,” she said, more determined than ever to find a job and escape. “I don’t need you.”

“Good,” Esther the White shrugged as she watched Esther the Black drag her feet through the dust.

Esther the Black’s shoulders were still shaking with anger when she reached the circular green; the lawn beneath her feet was thick, well kept by Cohen, who was not only the Compound guard, but its landscape artist as well. She carried a pair of leather sandals in one hand, and she smiled when she saw her father, even though her view of him was ghostly across the stream of moving, mounting heat. The smell of honeysuckle had gotten stuck, it hung in the air. Phillip rested his head against the back of his lawn chair, his eyes gazed calmly upward. He was in his early forties, and the beard which grew in haphazard patches on his jaw was already gray.

“Going?” Phillip said to Esther the Black as she neared him.

“Only to St. Fredrics,” Esther the Black answered, thinking that she could not stand one more summer of silent heat, of orders and advice from Esther the White. Esther the Black had decided to search the shops for a job; like everyone else in the Compound, except for Mischa and Esther the White, she had no money of her own, only a weekly allowance. Her own money would mean a chance to escape from this place where the honeysuckle had simply taken over, even though Phillip had ordered Cohen to plant nothing but white flowers. Gardenias were fed nails, and still they withered. Lilies grew like wax, odorless and still. Bridal wreath, begonias, small white roses with yellow centers all grew like ice. The Compound was simply not the right climate.

“Damned heat,” Phillip said lazily, although he sat in the shade of a birchwood tree. His hands rested in his lap like white gloves. “What do you say,” Phillip smiled, “that we go for a walk later on today?” He winked at his daughter like a loser at the track.

Esther the Black told him no; she was afraid to break the rules of Drowning Season, and the family had long ago declared that walks were off limits for Phillip. For him a walk only meant a scramble over the sea wall, over the green stones, which could so easily cut bare feet. A walk into the water, water which moved so slowly that it seemed to have no tide. A sea desert, a harbor thick with mirages.

Phillip nodded at his daughter’s answer. His eyes were closing. “Damned heat,” he said again of the season which belonged to him, which had been named for whatever it was that drew him to the water. Closer and closer; any harbor or stream would do. This need, or habit, or odd desire had begun in the summer of his sixteenth year. The family, Phillip and his parents, had lived in London, moving from house to house, although Esther the White was itching to get to New York. They lived in a house or a flat for only as long as it took Mischa to strip the wallpaper, to stain and wax the floors, install new plumbing, and sell at a profit.

The first time Phillip’s desire struck, the wallpaper applied in the new flat was large pink flowers splashed onto cream-colored silk. The water he walked into was the Serpentine. The lake reached his knees, his waist, his chest. Before long the water had risen to his neck.

A rower in a rented boat called out and pushed an oar toward Phillip. Two policemen ruined their summer uniforms. A duck’s wing was stepped on and crushed by a panicked onlooker who wore a black linen suit. When he was bodily returned to the renovated Notting Hill flat, Phillip gave no explanations for his act.

Esther the White had shrugged. “He wanted to drown,” she said.

“He didn’t know what he was doing,” Mischa insisted, as he angrily threw a peppermint into his mouth and stared at his son. “Look at him,” Mischa demanded. “Does he know what he’s doing?”

Phillip was dripping lake water onto the highly polished floor. One pants leg was rolled up to his knee. He smiled slightly.

Esther the White looked him up and down. “He wanted to drown,” she repeated.

Later, they discovered that Esther the White had been right from the start. There was a new attempt every summer, and once Esther’s beloved passage money, which was to take the family to New York, was spent so that Phillip could spend the summer at a private clinic, where he managed to keep his head in the sink long enough to pass out. By the time Phillip was twenty, no one called July and August summer: the season had found another title.

It was habit for every member of the family to daily persuade Phillip not to leave the Compound in July and August, the hot months when the water called. On mornings when Phillip sighed and tremors ran through his pale hands, he was locked in the smallest pink cottage, reserved for Drowning Season, this year and forever. A padlock was placed on the door, and Phillip was served jasmine tea with honey, Valium, Thorazine, and cinnamon toast.

And now there was that rumor, begun by the fishermen, that a watery curse surrounded the harbor. Strangers whispered about her father when Esther the Black walked through town, and Phillip’s medical history was legend at the local hospital. Occasionally tourists who had rented fishing boats in St. Fredrics, and who had heard of Drowning Season, moored at the very edge of the harbor; but through their binoculars all they could see was the fading group of pink houses, the thick lawn, and the deserted beach. No one had drowned in the harbor for more than five years, when a young fisherman was washed up onto the green stones during an unseasonable storm. But the fishermen continued to whisper, in their wooden squatters’ shacks and in dark doorways in St. Fredrics, that the harbor would continue to drown innocent men and women until it found the one it searched for. And they refused to call Phillip by his name—instead they referred to him as the Drowned Man. Yet, many fishermen had been lost in the harbor, in storms or summer gales, and Phillip, the Drowned Man, continued to sleep in the sun. He slept each summer through, dressed in a thin blue bathrobe, his mouth dry from the tranquilizers he swallowed each morning, his eyes staring at the sky.

Now, he spoke absently. “I’m waiting,” he said to Esther the Black.

“I’ll be back soon,” Esther reassured him, but Phillip had already turned from her. He didn’t listen, didn’t care, for he hadn’t tricked her into helping him walk away from the Compound.

Esther the Black cut across the Compound lawn, and as she did she imagined walking along the harbor beach with Phillip. If she had been free to take him there, he would have seen hermit crabs, clear jellyfish, the shells of mussels coated with barnacles which grew in the shape of roses. His eyes would be closed, his feet would pass over the rocky green stones without a scratch. But, Esther was not free to show him any of these things. For years, Mischa had threatened to send Phillip upstate, to cut off Phillip’s stream of analysts and clinics. The old man claimed that there was not the money there had once been; Rath, the accountant, had made some bad investments in a chemical plant in New Jersey, and land taxes were higher than ever, they were killing him. And although Esther the White was still driven to Manhattan regularly to check the books, the last dollars were being drained, cognac was no longer ordered for Lisa and Max in crates, and Mischa had put off buying a new car for so long that the Cadillac was an antique coated with rust.

As Esther the Black walked across the Compound, Dr. Otto, Phillip’s newest analyst, who vacationed in St. Fredrics each summer, drove past in his yellow MG. Esther the Black turned to wave as he sped by her, and it was then that she noticed Esther the White on the porch. She was still watching. She moved in her rocking chair, waiting like a hawk for Esther the Black to be foolish. They stared at each other, but there was no recognition on Esther the White’s face. She sat like a piece of white glass in the sun.

Even though Esther the Black would have never believed it, her grandmother was then thinking of her as she rocked back and forth in the white wicker chair. There was no doubt about it, it had been Esther the White who had raised the girl. Both of Esther the Black’s parents were incompetent, they had had a child in hopes of pleasing Esther the White, but once Esther the Black was born Rose could not be moved from her TV and gin, and Phillip was busy marking off the days on the calendar till Drowning Season. So, when she was past forty, Esther the White had been handed a child whose very name was an insult; and she had done the best she could, considering she had never liked children, not even her own.

As she watched her granddaughter leave the Compound, Esther the White believed that she had failed. All of the girl’s training seemed wasted. Again and again, Esther the White had stressed the importance of appearance for a woman who wanted a life of ease, a life without fear; and yet there the girl was, one hand on her hip, barefoot, peering out from beneath a boy’s cap, like a vagabond or a beggar. When Esther the Black was very young, her rebellions were small; and when she was particularly lonely she begged to sit near Esther the White’s dressing table and she would watch with interest as Esther the White knotted a silk scarf in an intricate bow. But now, the two barely spoke; and every time Esther the White felt the brief desire to be close, she could see the girl’s shoulders stiffen, and before she knew it she was reprimanding her posture, and then it was too late. Then, the girl would not listen to anything she had to say, and Esther the White was not certain what would happen if she had had the chance to speak; anything might have risen up—feathers, or words, or tears. Anything at all.

For some time Esther the White had continued to watch her granddaughter, waiting for a moment which did not come. She put off reaching out to Esther the Black just as she had put off her doctor’s appointment, until the appointment had drifted by with months and forgetfulness, and fear. Esther the White knew that she had to hurry; either that, or fail; and there would be no reconciliation. But where to begin? When the old woman, from the chair where she sat shielded in sunglasses and scarves like a lizard on the rocks, warned the girl against growing too dark in the sun, Esther the Black would sit on the beach until her skin turned the shade of dark, wet earth, until her eyes were ripe. As far as Esther the Black was concerned, there was nothing to talk about; she walked through the iron Compound gates, and as her grandmother’s pale stare chilled her through the waves of heat, Esther decided that she would take any damn job she could find.

She began to walk down Route 16; a mile or so south of the Compound the road would lead her to St. Fredrics. She slipped on her leather sandals, and listened to the soles scraping through the brown needles of grass along the side of the road. There was little traffic; once a car horn honked at her, and the sound echoed for a long time, like the call of an owl. Each side of the road was bordered by wild orange lilies whose centers were heart-shaped and purple. Esther the Black kept her eyes down; she barely noticed when the town began. She walked past the drive-in movie theater she had never gone to, past the Shell gas station and the McDonald’s where Cohen had once taken her.

She could no longer bear to live in the Compound, she could no longer behave. Esther the Black soon reached the St. Fredrics docks, where ferries and fishing boats moved on their tethers even when the water seemed absent of motion. Here, alongside a café which boasted the world’s greatest clam chowder, Esther the Black bought a copy of the St. Fredrics Herald at a newspaper kiosk. She walked on to the center of town, sat on a green bench, and unfolded the paper. Behave, Esther the Black thought, as if she were a poor relation, or a bear that danced.

She had no intention of marrying Ira Rath; she never had. But what could she do instead? If Esther had paid more attention to her grandmother she would have known how to set a table or serve sangría or wear silk pajamas: tricks to catch a husband other than Ira. But she did not even know how to do this. Esther’s uncle Max spoke of managing a circus in Europe, and Esther the White balanced the books, but Cohen was the only one who seemed to work, and from him Esther the Black had learned a great deal about gardenias and strawberries, fertilizer and mulch. But she doubted that anyone would hire her as a landscape artist, she was not a man and she had no references.

Esther sighed and shredded the classified section; buses came and went, but she stayed on the green bench. Across the street were a coffee house, a bait shop, and a shell store which fooled tourists into buying Pacific conch shells as native to the St. Fredrics harbor. There was also a fish store, with a window display of plastic sea anemones and a plaster model of a blue shark suspended by string so that it seemed to fly somewhere behind the glass. Around the doorway, some of the Compound poachers had gathered. They stood wearing their familiar mark—a blue headband wrapped around their foreheads. Esther looked up from her torn newspaper and watched as the fish-store owner, who had just bought a crate of mussels and bluefish, suggested that the poachers keep away from the slick sawdust-coated doorway. They frightened away the shoppers; suburban women from the new housing developments which tightly encircled the old port town were not likely to push by a group of lingering, thoroughly fishy men. “Out of here, my friends,” the fish-store owner said. “Out of here, bums,” he joked.

Esther knew the fishermen well, though they never greeted each other in public places, and her grandmother would have been shocked to know how many evenings Esther the Black had spent in their campground when Cohen, serving as Esther’s babysitter, and later her friend, drank bourbon and played cards and Esther the Black learned how to kiss and how to scale fish. It would have been easy to work for the fishermen; she was as strong as any of the women who rowed out into the harbor when darkness fell, and it would have not taken her long to learn how to repair a net. But they would never have had her; she had grown up in their encampment, but she was still the Drowned Man’s daughter, and many of the old men were convinced that she carried the harbor’s curse with her.

And even if they had offered her a job, digging the mud for mussels or clams, cleaning fishhooks, or rowing her own small boat, they could never afford to pay her anything but her weight in fish. They were poor, they lived in shacks and trailers, and many of the young men and women had left to find their fortune in Florida or California. Esther the Black watched as the fishermen walked down Main Street, and when one of the young men stopped to slip on a pair of yellow sunglasses and offer himself as a guide to a couple who carried a picnic hamper, Esther the Black sat up so straight, even her grandmother would have been proud of her posture.

In the window of the old Woolworth’s, just behind the fisherman’s left ear, was a help-wanted sign. Esther left her newspaper and her cap on the bench; she raced across the street, not waiting for the streetlight to turn, dodging between the moving cars. She rushed down the aisles of the store pleading to see the manager as the slow wooden fans droned overhead. Esther the Black bit her fingers, she shifted her weight from foot to foot. The store manager drummed his nails on a glass counter top and eyed Esther’s enthusiasm coldly; but she was used to cold glances and she said, “I can do it. I can sell anything. Give me a break.”

“A break?” the manager said. “This isn’t Hollywood. It’s only part time in cosmetics.”

But all the same, by the time Esther got through with him, the manager felt like a producer, a director, a giver of breaks.

“All right,” he told her, as her nervous fingers fluttered and the lies she was inventing about experience and previous employment flew like birds, faster and faster, leaving the taste of feathers in her mouth. “Don’t tell me again about your sick relatives. Don’t tell me how terrific you are. Prove it.”

And by the time Esther had been fitted for a pink uniform, and given the lowdown on the previous cosmetics salesgirl, a woman named Ronelle, who had been caught with forty cartons of Maybelline eyeliner in the trunk of her Mustang, the day had grown late. And Esther the Black, who was thinking about possibilities, about not behaving, walked back to the Compound without looking at the road. Instead, she merely followed the scent of the orange flowers which grew by the side of the road, until she was home.


Chapter Two

IN the morning, when her granddaughter was reporting for her first day at work, Esther the White was awakened from her light sleep by a pain as sharp as an alarm. Whatever her illness was, Esther the White could no longer ignore it. She had always been an insomniac, but now she could not sleep at all, and except for a few soft hours in the earliest morning, sleeplessness had become as common as night. Often, she spent hours staring into the dark and remembering her past; and the memories and insomnia intertwined and confused her, even in the daylight hours, so that she never knew past from present; sometimes, as she walked over the Compound lawn, Esther did not know if her heel would fall into harbor sand or into the frozen winter earth of her childhood.

The pain which had forced her to the doctor’s office last winter was cold and metallic; it made Esther dig her fingernails into her own palms, until bloodlines formed. She had run out of codeine, she had run out of time, she could put it off no longer. She summoned Cohen.

“Of course,” she told Cohen, when he met her at the foot of the porch steps, “you’re not to tell anyone where you’ve driven me.”

Cohen could never say no to Esther the White; he would not have even tried. He was insulted that she did not trust him to keep his mouth shut, after the secrets they had shared. “What am I?” he said, as he opened the back door of the car, and Esther the White gathered her linen coat, and slipped into the back seat. “A spy, maybe? A member of the CIA?”

“Dear man,” Esther the White said, and Cohen cringed at her tone, “I thought it was a perfectly reasonable request. A well-phrased request.”

“The phrasing was perfect,” Cohen agreed. “Very nice. I couldn’t fault it.”

“Thank you,” Esther the White said, and she stared out the window as Cohen drove down the Compound road. When he stopped at the iron gate, Esther leaned forward and tapped his shoulder. “Go ahead,” she said. “Drive.”

Cohen turned to face the back seat. “Certainly,” he said. “I’d like to. But tell me, Mrs., where am I driving to?”

Esther the White gave Cohen the address of the doctor’s office on one of the high, sloping residential streets of St. Fredrics. And although the day was warm, and jays flew in circles around the Cadillac’s antenna, Esther the White felt chilled, even in her linen coat, and she asked Cohen to keep his window rolled up.

“You want the heater on, too?” Cohen shrugged.

A cigarette was constantly caught between Cohen’s lips, and ash fell down the front of his short-sleeved shirt as he talked; he always wore a black beret as his driving cap. Esther the White laughed at herself, and conceded; just because she was cold did not mean everyone else was, too; Cohen could open his window. But, she kept hers closed; she preferred to look at the landscape through the closed glass. As they drove down Route 16, Esther pinned up stray strands of hair which had fallen from her chignon. When they stopped at a light, Esther caught a glimpse of herself in the rear-view mirror. Her hair had somehow turned from platinum to white, wrinkles had jumped like lizards onto her face, her eyes were nearly colorless.

“Cohen,” she sighed. “I’m old.”

Cohen swallowed; he was afraid to look, he was afraid that she was right; but, when he raised his eyes and saw her face in the mirror, she was young, as young as she had ever been. The light turned green, but Cohen forgot to step on the gas.

“You’d better drive,” Esther the White suggested, when the cars behind them began to honk their horns.

Cohen steered toward the high, green streets of the oldest section of town. They drove in silence, each thinking about their own separate arrivals in New York, until Esther tapped her fingernails on the leather upholstery and said, “This is it.”

Cohen pulled over to the curb in front of a large yellow Victorian which had once belonged to a sea captain who had died, quite slowly, in the attic early in the century. Now, a separate entrance led to an office, and the doctor’s name and business hours swung from chains on a wooden post.

Cohen was busy staring at himself in the rear-view mirror; he wondered if Esther the White thought he also was growing old. He hadn’t given himself time to shave, he had planned to spend the day in the fishermen’s campground, playing cards and drinking bourbon, until Esther summoned him. And now the stubble of hair which grew on his chin was gray. In the rear-view mirror Cohen could see that Esther’s eyes were closed, and her pale hand stroked her throat, as if something strange had been caught inside, under her tongue. Cohen looked at her, and then at the sign on the doctor’s office. He was an idiot; Esther was ill, and he should have seen it before. He might have, but every time he looked at her he saw a younger Esther, the one who stood in the kitchen fixing lemonade the first time he spoke to her.

He panicked, he forgot himself, he called her by name for the first time in twenty years. “Esther?” he said.

The way he said her name, the mere saying of her name after all the years, when they barely spoke, when he was careful not to look at her, not even when she poured him a glass of wine at the Friday-night meal, pulled at Esther. She raised her eyes; in the mirror, floating above his face, above his clear gray eyes, was the face of a younger man. He hadn’t aged a bit, he was the same man he had been years ago.

“Don’t look at me,” Esther the White said. “Don’t look at me that way, there is nothing wrong.” She had said almost the same exact words when Cohen had waited at the curb of an apartment building in Forest Hills, while Esther the White took the elevator up to the abortionist who would get rid of whatever Mischa had planted inside of her. But that had been years before, and Esther the White had not been afraid herself.

“If there’s nothing wrong, why don’t you want anyone to know where you are?” Cohen asked.

“That’s the way I am.” Esther shrugged. “Private. You should know that by now.”

“Esther,” he said her name again. “Who are you kidding? This is me, Cohen.”

“And this is me,” Esther said, as she reached for the door handle.

When Cohen heard the click of the door handle, when he knew she was about to walk out of the car, he stopped her. He had not taken the elevator with her up to the third-floor abortionist’s office twelve years before. This time he would accompany her. “Listen,” Cohen said. “Let me come with you. Who sits alone in a waiting room?”

Esther the White let go of the door handle; she sat far back in her seat, and gripped one hand with the other. This time she was frightened.

“I don’t think so,” she told Cohen.

“Frankly,” Cohen said, “there are dozens of magazines in that doctor’s office I haven’t gotten around to reading yet. It would be a treat for me.”

The pain was throbbing in her side, and she was already late for her appointment. She imagined walking up the brick path, leaning on Cohen’s arm, with her head light as air. She reached over and opened the door. “You’re a gentleman,” she said. “As usual.”

One of Esther’s feet was already outside; her heel was balancing on the hot pavement. Cohen stuck his head out the open window. “All right,” he said. “But don’t forget I’m here if you change your mind. Especially if they have Sports Illustrated. I love that. I could read that for hours.”

Esther the White smiled. “All right,” she said. “I’ll remember.”

As he watched her walk away, Cohen rested an elbow on the steering wheel, and then he lit another cigarette. He sighed; he thought about time. He wished he had a pocket calculator; he had always wanted one. But, even without a calculator, by the time Esther the White had walked down the brick path to the old Victorian house, Cohen had figured out her age. He had known it was impossible for her to be old. In the hot Cadillac, with cigarette ash dotting the front of his white shirt, Cohen had figured that he and Esther the White were, within a year or two, the same age.

His figures began with the year 1956; it was then, three years before Esther the Black was born, and two weeks after Esther the White’s fortieth birthday, that Cohen arrived at the Compound. It was winter when he took a taxi from the ferry to the iron gate, and the ground was hard, ice-coated sand, and Cohen did not know then if he had been graced with a challenge, or fated to be a landscape artist in a place where nothing would ever grow.

It was Esther the White who kept Cohen at the Compound, long after he discovered that the earth was far too sandy for a landscape artist to have any duty other than a continuous replanting of what was already dead. He had been a wanderer since the day he had fled Russia, he had traveled to Europe and South America and Florida; but when he fell in love with Esther the White he became rooted in the Compound for the rest of his life. After that he no longer protested that he served not only as a gardener, but a guard as well, keeping the poachers away from the Compound beach. After falling in love he did not complain that his residence was the lighthouse. And anyway, he had had night jobs and day jobs on three continents as a short-order cook, a salesman, a clock repairman, and a tailor; so he had no preference for day or night, and he ignored the light which blinked constantly, whether he was asleep or dreaming, or studying the horticulture books that would teach him the skills he had already promised Mischa he had. And even now, years later, as he raked the beach of debris, or worked on the yard in the sunlight, he suffered from hallucinations which were black and white spots dancing before his open eyes.

He had practically raised Esther the Black; and he had studied so well that he was able to teach her the name of every plant that grew in the Compound. It was Cohen, and no one else, who caused Esther the Black to sob when he told her that every jellyfish on the shore was there because it was dead, and not resting in the sunshine the way swimmers did. It was Cohen who explained to her why her father could not walk along the beach in summertime; why Phillip often could not even leave his cottage. And now, all Esther the Black talked about was escape. And each time Cohen would laugh and say, “Escape from the Compound? Do you think there’s something better somewhere else?” although he, himself, had thought seriously of heading back to Manhattan that first week in 1956, before he spoke with Esther the White.

He knew nothing about gardens, and he was not used to the loneliness of the Compound; when he was alone in the city at least there were other bodies, in Laundromats and coffee shops, touching against him, accidentally or on purpose. Here, the crickets and the frogs made him crazy. And he thought he would go crazier still, with no woman, no liquor store, not even a card game, not even a dog. He thought he would go mad, until he met the fishermen, and Esther the White.

“Boss, I think maybe I’m going nuts out here in the country,” Cohen told Mischa after only a few days.

“Don’t call me boss,” Mischa had said. In fact, it had been Esther the White who had chosen Cohen’s letter from among the other job applicants. “Cohen?” Mischa had said. “A Jew with no references? That’s not your style.”

And Esther the White, who had forced Mischa to Anglicize their last name, and give up every prayer, every inch of Judaism, shrugged her shoulders. “He’ll be more honest than the others,” she said.

“You don’t believe that,” Mischa said.

“No,” Esther the White had admitted. But the man was Russian, he might have come from a town close to their own, a town she despised, had nightmares about, a town she was drawn to in her imagining, and could not forget. “Hire him,” she had said.

And so, Mischa never considered himself Cohen’s boss. “Do your job, take care of the gardens, go out in the rowboat and get rid of the poachers,” Mischa had told him. “You don’t have time to go crazy if you’re working for me.”

Cohen shrugged; and he rowed out into the harbor. For four nights he watched, as the poachers worked around him. Nets fell into the water; men and women called to each other, and, as the sun rose, all of the boats disappeared from the harbor, except Cohen’s own painted rowboat. On the fifth night Cohen decided he was not only a failure as a gardener and a guard, but as a human being as well. He fell asleep in his boat. When he awoke he heard the movement of another boat’s oars, the raspy breathing of another man’s throat. Cohen tried to light a cigarette, but the match was wet and the flame sputtered and died in his hands, between his fingers. There was no light but half a moon, and Cohen could not see the fisherman’s face, he could see only the reflection of a face which moved in the waves. Cohen briefly closed his eyes; he hoped that he would not drop an oar into the depths of the harbor, he hoped that he would not forget what his job was.

“What will you catch,” the fisherman said to Cohen, “with no line and no bait?”

“What we’ve got,” Cohen said across the darkness, “is a situation that’s uncomfortable. Wouldn’t you say that was true?”

“No trouble,” the other said. “No sweat.”

“Ah, maybe not for you, but for me …” Cohen touched his heart. “It’s my duty to be the guard of this harbor.”

“What sort of job is that?” the other shrugged.

“A job for an idiot,” Cohen agreed. “But a man who’s close to forty isn’t getting younger, and you take the jobs you get.”

Most of the boats in the harbor had begun to move toward the eastern section of the Compound, which had never been developed; Cohen could not see men and women, only blue bands of material which shone in the darkness—headbands the fishermen wore as talismans to protect them against drowning.

“Just tell them to keep the Drowned Man away from our harbor,” Cohen’s fisherman said, before he, too, rowed his boat toward land.

Cohen watched a circle of sun rise above the Sound; and then he rowed back to shore, tethered the boat to the Compound dock, and knocked on the door of Mischa’s study to ask who the Drowned Man was.

Mischa looked up from the real-estate section of the New York Times. “I don’t give reports to you, Cohen,” he said. “When you start getting results, when those beggars are out of my harbor, then come to me. Then ask me questions.”

Cohen found Lisa, who had arrived at the Compound with her husband, Max, only a few months before Cohen, on the porch of her cottage. She stared at Cohen coolly; she had never liked Russians, and she couldn’t understand why Mischa hadn’t hired a black, like other Americans. “So,” Lisa said. “Now the Russian wants to know about the Drowned Man. Well, that is for me to know and for you to find out.”

Cohen was now wary. This place is giving me the shivers, it gives me the creeps, he thought.

He thought about packing his suitcase; he thought he could not last another day. Then, more than twenty years ago, the Sound was clear water, there was no smog over the outline of Connecticut’s shore, no supermarkets or housing developments had yet sprung from the heads of real-estate barons. It was, more or less, the country. And this, for a man who had known Krakow, and Rio, and Manhattan, was depressing. And more—when the crickets sang like whirlwinds, when the fisherman in the harbor whispered about a curse, and the night was without neon lights and traffic signals, the Compound was terrifying. Cohen was chain-smoking; a slight twitch had developed beneath his left eye; and he gave himself twenty-four hours to find out the truth about the Drowned Man, or he would be on the morning ferry to New York City.

Cohen went to Esther the White. She had been with the rest of the family at the gate to greet Cohen when he first arrived; but a silk scarf had been wrapped around her head, her eyes were covered by dark glasses, she had stared at the earth, and Cohen had barely noticed her, he was too busy shaking hands with Mischa, and his brother, the dwarf. Now, he found her in the kitchen of the main house, and the first words he spoke to her were, “Who is the Drowned Man?”

Cohen spoke abruptly, because he was standing just inside the door, and he was afraid that the draft from the open door would disturb Esther, who was halving lemons on a wooden cutting board. She was forty then, but the long white streaks in her pale hair which hung nearly to her waist were not visible, and when she stared at Cohen with her sea-colored eyes, and absentmindedly stirred too much sugar into the pitcher of fresh lemonade, she looked like a young girl. Cohen could not remember seeing anyone like her, not even in Rio or Manhattan. No one’s hand had ever been as light, like a feathered bird which somehow managed to hold a knife. No one’s hair had danced with a draft so softly, not in any summer of Cohen’s life.

“He’s my son,” Esther told Cohen. “He has a problem with suicide attempts.”

“Well, then.” Cohen shrugged. “Then we certainly can’t get rid of him just to please the fishermen.”

“Certainly not,” Esther agreed, as she watched Cohen flee through the brass-hinged door.

Cohen thought of her all that day, as he drove Mischa’s new Cadillac into St. Fredrics to pick up topsoil at a greenhouse; and later that night he was still thinking of her as he rowed out to meet the fisherman.

“Listen,” Cohen said. “I can’t help you out with the Drowned Man. The Drowned Man stays. They put him in a special cottage in the summer, so I haven’t met him yet. But he’s the boss’s son, and I can tell you right now, they won’t even consider getting rid of him.”

The fisherman stared at Cohen without blinking. Then he took a package of thin, black cigars from his pocket and offered Cohen a smoke. When the poachers heard that Mischa had hired a guard, they were ready to defend themselves. The family’s accountant, Solomon Rath, who had purchased the land for Mischa when the family still lived in London, had vowed that the fishermen would never be forced out of the harbor. But as soon as the architects and the builders had finished, Rath had sent out an eviction notice. This time the fishermen were ready to fight back. Some of the younger men drove to Brooklyn and bought shotguns and .45-caliber pistols, even though very few of them actually knew how to fire guns. The families that feared for their children’s safety packed their clothes and their fishing gear and moved on, to the east end of the island, or to Florida, where they lived in trailer parks. But the old men in the encampment who had been threatened by town officials and local citizens for longer than they could remember said, “Wait. Let’s see what happens.” And the old women, when they heard that a guard had been hired, sighed and said, “Wait. We’ll see that nothing will happen.” And now, the fisherman smoked his cigar, and he wondered what kind of guard the family had hired; a guard who not only made reports to his boss, but to a fisherman as well; a guard who sighed and laid back in his rowboat to watch the cigar smoke circle in the clear night air.

But the fisherman did not know that Cohen had been Esther the White’s choice, and that Esther the White did not give a damn if the poachers camped in the wild eastern section of the Compound, and she did not give a damn if they caught a million bluefish in the Compound’s waters. As far as she was concerned, Cohen’s only job was to keep Phillip alive. Others thought Cohen was a failure—and it was true, the poachers still streamed fish entrails across Mischa’s seaside, the ivy Cohen planted on the sea wall withered, and roses often appeared where wisteria had been ordered, but Esther the White had been right when she had first chosen Cohen—in nearly a quarter of a century, Phillip had not killed himself. That had been Esther’s goal when she first pulled Cohen’s letter out of its envelope. It was true, the man had no qualifications, but Esther believed that a man who could not do any of the jobs he was hired to do would naturally gravitate to other jobs. He would feel guilty because he was inadequate, he would be indebted to the family who had hired him despite this, and he would be as faithful to Phillip as a St. Bernard.

It would not have concerned Esther the White that Cohen was slowly becoming friendly with the fishermen. Because by the time Cohen had begun to spend evenings playing cards with the poachers, he had already saved Phillip from drowning on a hot August night. Esther the White might have raised an eyebrow had she learned that by the time Esther the Black was born, and Phillip had been rescued by the landscape artist three times, Cohen had known quite a few of the women in the fishermen’s camp as lovers. He had even become seriously involved with Nina, the sister of the fisherman he had spoken to during his first night as the Compound’s guard. But Esther the White would have done no more than raise an eyebrow; and by the time the landscape artist had saved Phillip’s life five times, there was nothing anyone could say that would have made Esther the White fire Cohen.

So, Cohen played card games regularly, and he was even taught to play Bolo, the fish game where the form of a skeleton is rebuilt. He loved to sleep with Nina, because her skin was like cool, moving water, even on the hottest night. The years moved for Cohen, with cards, and bourbon, soon with caring for Esther the Black; but although he had a lover, it wasn’t Esther the White. When Nina grew tired of her life’s hard work and decided to move on to Florida, where an aunt through marriage ran a soft-ice-cream concession in Pompano Beach, she offered Cohen a free train ticket and a life of soft ice cream; but Cohen declined. He had to, he didn’t love her. Esther the Black was in the back seat of the Cadillac the day Cohen drove Nina to the ferry; at five years old, she was smart enough to look the other way when Nina kissed Cohen goodbye and whispered once again that she could afford train tickets for two to Fort Lauderdale. Esther the Black had grown up in the fishermen’s encampment; the first time Cohen had taken her there she had been two, and he had found her alone on the porch of her parents’ cottage, in the season when Phillip was locked in his special cottage, and Rose couldn’t face anything but gin and tonics. From the start Esther the Black had kicked off her shoes the minute they crossed over to the eastern section of the Compound, from the start she understood when Cohen placed his finger to his lips when he deposited her on her parents’ doorstep. That day, at the ferry, Cohen bought Esther a treat as they walked down the docks to see Nina off; Nina cried when she saw that Cohen had bought the child an ice-cream cone, and she was still crying as she waved goodbye from the boat.

When Cohen left Esther the Black on her parents’ porch with chocolate running down her shirt, he returned alone to his lighthouse to grieve for Nina. He sat surrounded by dust and bourbon bottles for several days, and then he went back to the fishermen. He took Esther the Black with him, and she played in the dirt with the fishermen’s children as Cohen found other lovers. But, he never stayed with one woman as long as he had stayed with Nina. That would not have been fair; he would not have loved any of them, he could not, because there was already Esther the White.

It was enough just to see her, Cohen told himself. It was enough to love her granddaughter as if the child had been shared between them. And each time he planted, lilies which surrounded the green lawn, a grove of mimosas which moved like a flock of Brazilian parrots outside her bedroom window, what grew was for her, for Esther. He took to having imaginary conversations with Esther the White, often about the upbringing of Esther the Black, which he felt was negligent. He imagined these conversations as he worked with his bucket and rake, clearing the poachers’ remains off the beach.

It was just such a conversation Cohen was imagining the evening he stumbled upon Esther the White. Cohen climbed over the sea wall at the end of the day, he wiped his hands on his pale faded jeans to keep the salt from the blisters on his fingers and palms, and he buttoned his coat against the icy wind. He was thinking of how he would, if he could, tell Esther the White that they must send the kid away for the next summer. Last August, Esther the Black had been six, and children in the fishermen’s camp began to work at that age; when the winter fell away, and school was through, the girl would be left with nothing to do. Maybe a gymnastics camp, Cohen thought as he loaded his bucket and rake into the tool shed, kicked away dead leaves and bits of rock, and lit a Marlboro. It was then that he saw Esther the White. She was in the pine grove. It was early winter, and Esther the White knelt in the ice and she dug in the earth in a place where the ivy refused to grow. Cohen could not move; he forgot his imaginary conversation, and he stood like a thief, hidden by the shadows of a large jutting stone in the sea wall, a place which would later become a break in the sandstone, a tear caused by freezing and melting ice. And Cohen himself was as still as a stone, as he watched the woman he loved paw at the earth like a white wolf or a witch.

Esther the White howled and cried; she wore a gray mohair coat and sunglasses, ivy was climbing up her coat sleeve. Cohen had been on his way to a poker game after work; he had intended to smoke cigarettes and watch the moon rise before he walked on to the fishermen’s encampment. But, instead, he was still. Instead, he watched Esther the White. He crouched down low; he cupped the light of his cigarette in his palm. Esther the White was talking to herself as she dug in the earth. Her fingers were ringed and whiter than ice; the blue veins in her wrists shimmered and moved. Cohen had been that close to her. He had even seen her breath turn to smoke when it touched the air. And as Cohen listened he forgot everything but Esther’s voice; he forgot the pain in his knee as he knelt in the ice, he forgot the salt on his own skin.

That winter, that evening, Esther the White had had enough. There, in the pine grove, the first week the family had arrived, she had hidden the cash and jewels she might some day need. For a time of emergency. She could cope with Mischa, and his brother, the dwarf; she had learned to accept Phillip’s suicide attempts; she had barely noticed that fine lines had found their way to her pale skin. The real problem was that, at the age of forty-nine, she was pregnant.

Esther the White had stopped sleeping with Mischa years before they had reached New York, and the one time she had let him crawl into her bed, he had gotten her pregnant. She wanted an abortion, she needed an abortion. She had fallen for Mischa’s line about an aching heart, she had let his cry of “Not long for this world” move her, and she had stared at the pale, beige ceiling as Mischa, her husband, who for years had not wanted to be bothered with the expense of a mistress, placed his penis inside her. And now she was pregnant. She had not even wanted Phillip, and she had been eighteen then. She clawed, in the frozen earth, until her fingernails were split; but she could not find the velvet jewelry box she had hidden. She found nothing; she had forgotten the spot.

Esther the White cursed her husband and his brother; she screamed out against her own parents. She wondered why she had ever been born. She had been forced to give birth to Phillip, who had tried to turn her into a shadow, a ghost, when he named his daughter after her, when he knew tradition forbade it. It was revenge, getting back at her because she had been a terrible mother, a mistake she would not make twice. But, most of all, Esther saved her rage for someone named Solo. When she spoke of Solo, Cohen covered his ears with his gloves. He ground his teeth, he shivered like a seagull. But, Esther the White did not stop, she cursed and she dug through the ice; she dug until her fingernails were black half moons; still, even with her fury to aid her, she could not find the buried money and jewels.

Cohen realized that he was beginning to know Esther better than he had ever known anyone before; he almost forgot his own memories, his travels, and years and blood. As she dug, Cohen imagined his own hands digging alongside of hers, dirt sticking to the blisters on his palms. And just then, as he was about to jump like a thief into the pine grove, as he was about to suggest that they get shovels from the tool shed and dig up all of the earth in the world if they had to, the fisherman appeared.

Cohen’s friend, the fisherman he had met during his first night as guard, called out Cohen’s name. The landscape artist was paralyzed; his bended knee was frozen to the earth. But Esther the White rose from the ice like a soldier. Her eyes were a terrible blue, her breath showed itself like fire in the frozen air. Cohen was terrified; he stared across the pines at Esther. If she told Mischa of Cohen’s friendship with the fisherman, Cohen could be finished. He was supposed to be their guard, their enemy; he was not supposed to meet them for a game of cards on a winter’s evening. He would be dismissed without pay, back to the city, jobless, without even a photograph of Esther the White.

But, quite suddenly, Esther the White moved close to the trunk of a tree and hid herself. The fisherman did not see her; he continued to wave at Cohen, to call out Cohen’s name. Cohen was caught, a traitor in the Compound; but, before he could rise and face the music, walk over to Esther the White and be slapped or dismissed, Esther herself held a finger to her lips. Across the ice and the silence, in the instant that Esther held a finger in front of her lips, at the moment when Cohen slowly nodded back to her and agreed to be silent, the two had made a pact.

This is to be a secret, Esther wordlessly told Cohen; and, with her free hand, she waved him on to meet his fisherman. What Cohen did not understand then, when he did not know what was buried in the grove, was what Esther had to lose. Cohen wanted his job, and he wanted to be close to Esther the White. And if Esther had chosen to, she could have walked away from the pines, sipped Irish tea with lemon in her own warm kitchen, and casually mentioned to Mischa that she had seen Cohen with a fisherman, the enemy. What could Cohen have done to betray her? Whisper to her husband, “Listen, I saw your wife digging like a deer. It looked suspicious”? Mischa would only have answered, “So? This is her compound. What’s it your business? I’m keeping an eye on you, busybody. Spy.” Still, it had been Esther the White who first vowed a silence, who must have thought she had more to lose, although Cohen could not think of what that loss might be.

That night the moon rose, and Cohen walked away with the fisherman. He smoked cigarettes, played poker, drank a bottle of sweet wine, and made love to a woman with red hair. When he returned to his lighthouse, he slept dreamlessly; and when he awoke he was thinking of Esther the White. So, he returned to the pine grove early the next day. The morning was silent and cold, and already the earth which Esther the White had turned up had frozen solid. Cohen’s fingers burned with cold as he spaded up the earth around many of the pine trees, and then carefully re-covered the holes he had made. As he was about to give up, as the morning turned pale gray, his spade hit something between the roots of a small pine tree; he found a velvet jewelry box. He covered his marks, he looked over his shoulder. No lights were on in any of the houses, no footsteps fell on the earth, but still Cohen waited until he had returned to the lighthouse before he opened the box. Once home, he pushed the junk and clutter off his table; cigarette ash clung to his vest. Cohen lit a cigarette, and opened the box. Inside was newspaper. Cohen studied the newspaper; and then, slowly, he unwrapped the treasure Esther the White had hidden.

Cohen carefully examined one thousand dollars in cash, two tiny, delicate diamond earrings, and a polished stone as large as Cohen’s own hand. The stone was jade, and carved into the jade was the face of a woman, her hair upswept, her nose delicate and fine. Around the stone was red gold studded with emeralds. In his hand Cohen now held more than he had ever earned, more than he would earn in a lifetime as a landscape artist. He couldn’t bear to look at it, he couldn’t bear to imagine what lover had given the jewels to Esther the White. So, he wrapped up the treasure and stared at the newspaper. All morning, he sat in the lighthouse and thought of reasons why Esther the White would hide a stone worth so much, and why she would now try to find it. He came to the conclusion that Esther the White was planning to run away from the Compound, and he must not allow that. But he could not keep the cash, he would feel like a thief. And, by the time he had walked down the Compound road to shovel the paths free of ice, Cohen had already decided to keep the jade pendant and the small diamond earrings; and before he went to speak with Esther the White, he sewed the gems into the lining of his sheepskin coat.

That night, he found her in the parlor of the main house. She sat on the couch, and Cohen hoped that her eyes could not somehow see through the lining of his coat.

“What is it?” Esther the White asked. She had been wondering if abortionists accepted American Express cards. When the bill came, she would try to convince Mischa that she had bought a new coat.

“Can we talk?” Cohen said. He shuffled his feet, and in his pockets his hands sweated over the dollar bills.

Esther the White had assumed that Cohen would not bother her; he would be thankful that she hadn’t turned him in to Mischa as a traitor. “No,” Esther said. “We can’t. I’m thinking.”

“Well, before you finish thinking,” Cohen said, “maybe you could use this.” He pulled the thousand dollars from his pockets and laid it alongside her on the flowery couch.

Esther the White stared up at him; she wondered how a man like Cohen could have so much money. And, although she was too polite to mention it, that was the first time she realized that he loved her. Esther the White folded the bills and stuffed them into her shoes. “A loan,” Esther the White said, although she doubted that she could ever repay him; everything the family had was in Mischa’s name.

Cohen shook his head. “What would I do with money?” he said. “Buy liquor? Spend a few days at Belmont betting on losers? Keep it.”

They never discussed the money again; although it was Cohen who drove Esther the White to the abortionist’s office in Forest Hills.

“I’m here for an abortion,” Esther the White said as Cohen pulled up to the curb. “I thought I would tell you, so that you don’t think anything’s unusual if I look ill, so you don’t mention anything to my husband.”

Right then, Cohen wondered if he should tell her he had her jewels. His assumption must have been wrong; she seemed not to be planning to run away from the Compound. But he wasn’t thinking fast, he was opening the door for her, and worrying about her going up to the doctor’s office alone. And, before he knew it, he was alone in the car, Esther was gone, and it was too late to mention the jade pendant, too late to hold her hand.

Now as Cohen waited in the Cadillac, waiting for Esther and remembering how pale she had been after the abortion as they drove back to the Compound, Esther, too, thought of Cohen as she waited to be called by the nurse.

Esther the White did not bother to leaf through magazines like some of the patients; she crossed her legs, and, through the pocket of her cloth coat, she kept a hand pressed against her side. The air conditioning in the office chilled her pain until it was nothing but ice carving through her stomach. She pressed harder, and thought of Cohen, his rumpled shirt, his Russian accent, the way he drove Mischa’s car, with one arm thrown across the back of the seat; he passed other cars too quickly, he was ready to turn down any one-way street. Esther the White could not remember having ever seen Mischa drive that car. But Cohen was dangerous; she must remember that. He knew too much about her, he had seen her years before, wailing like a wolf on the ice. And he was in love with her.

On either side of Esther, on the doctor’s rust corduroy couch, patients sat anxiously. No one could know that Esther the White, wearing her gray linen coat in the heat of a July afternoon, was afraid of falling in love. She would have liked to open the door and wave to Cohen, to signal him to sit beside her on the couch and hold her hand, but it was too late; and when the nurse called out her name, Esther the White walked into the examining room, and she undressed and waited.

The doctor was young. Too young. Phillip’s age, Esther thought, as she watched him read her medical records. Esther had visited the same doctor in the winter, when the pain began, and he had taken X-rays and blood tests; but Esther never returned, even though his office had sent her postcards which she had to tear into tiny pieces and flush down the toilet before Mischa could see them and guess that something was wrong. And now, as the doctor wrote in her file, Esther was thankful that Phillip had never become a doctor; who would want her son to become such a thing? Nothing but a death-dealer. It was better to try to drown every summer than to be able to smile at me this way, Esther thought, when he knows as well as I that it’s death.

“You never returned for your follow-up,” the doctor smiled. “That was childish.”

Esther the White shrugged. She felt like a child, dressed up in a paper smock, her legs dangling from the cold examining table. She was glad that Cohen could not see her this way.

“We can’t help those who don’t want to be helped,” the doctor said, after he had taken her blood pressure and her pulse, after he had listened to her heart and tapped every bone.

Esther the White could not remember if his name was Schwartz or Stein. It was suddenly important that she remember. “Schwartz?” she said, and the doctor nodded. “Dr. Schwartz,” she said, “don’t give me a runaround.”

“Listen,” Schwartz told her, “I’m not prepared to make a final diagnosis. We need further testing. Some consultations. Hospitalization. Without that, there’s no way to know whether or not it’s malignant.”

“I don’t need further testing,” Esther the White said. “It’s cancer.”

“There is treatment,” Schwartz said, but he was looking younger and younger to Esther all the time.

“Of course there’s treatment,” Esther said. “I know the treatment.” She smiled. “Death.”

“A biopsy first. And then, perhaps cobalt.”

Schwartz filled out several prescriptions; but he promised more codeine and Demerol only if Esther the White would promise to set a date for surgery at St. Fredrics Hospital. Esther the White agreed; she agreed because she did not believe that she would last until the date they had set. She was doomed, and she knew it; but when Schwartz left her alone, Esther the White stared at her thin, pale arms and thought of Cohen. He had been a gentleman in the car, he had been a gentleman all these years, and now she wondered what it would be like to kiss him; she wondered if he could tell that her cells were crazy mutineers just from a touch of her tongue.

Esther the White dressed; she had thought that when the time came she could give it all up, with grace, with ease; but the pen slipped from her fingers as she filled out the index cards the nurse had left for her, and her hands were shaking. She grieved for all the years she had spent alone, without passion, between cold sheets, between dreams. She did not want to die; she wanted to kiss. And it was, she thought, too late for anything like kissing.

And it was much too late to reconcile with any of the family—Mischa had become used to sleeping without her, Phillip would never forgive her for his loveless childhood, the only one she might have a chance with was Esther the Black. And it was now or never; she did not have much time, and she wanted time to leave something, someone, behind, even if it might be too late for kisses and for sighs. She wanted Esther the Black, she wanted to take back all her cold glances and slaps; she wanted to sit in the dark and whisper all of her fears into an ear which would hold every word like a silver shell.

Esther the White buttoned her coat and walked through the waiting room, just as Cohen, outside in the Cadillac, was wishing that he could carry her away. Cohen was imagining touching her bare skin, as Esther left the doctor’s office, carrying with her cells that could crush any kiss. Esther the White had made a decision. That was all there was to it; she would explain her life to Esther the Black, she would be forgiven and loved, she would leave someone behind. She walked to the open door of the Cadillac as she had walked when she was a girl, when the ice threatened to cover her, and she was forced to walk between the wolves. She nodded calmly to Cohen as he closed the door behind her, and she did not even bother to cry.


Chapter Three

THE same eelgrass had been moving in the same harbor for more than twenty years; and for all of those years Esther the White had watched the Compound from her bedroom window. Since she had discovered that she was ill, Esther the White had begun to feel more and more responsible; she was responsible for Phillip’s suicide attempts, for Esther the Black’s coldness. Lately, she had even begun to feel responsible for changes in the weather, for the falling tide, for storms which moved over the harbor, for rain. And she wondered if she had caused so much unhappiness around her because she had refused to allow her life to follow its predestined course; perhaps, she now thought, she had betrayed her sex, given up tenderness, any emotion at all, in a trade for control over her own life. Now, all of that control seemed wasted, and even her cells did whatever they pleased.

When she returned from the doctor’s office, Esther the White cooked the Friday-night meal; the family would think it odd if she were absent. But she did not eat the pâté, she barely touched her melon, and she slipped two codeine pills onto her tongue before taking a sip of white wine. After dinner Esther the Black went to visit her father, who took all of his meals alone, carrying with her a plate of trout and rice, and Mischa and his brother Max took a long nighttime walk by the sea wall. Finally, Esther the White could go to her room, where she would stay, alone for the weekend, above the harbor where the eelgrass swam.

When the pain lessened, and the codeine moved through her blood in waves, Esther the White sat before a mirror, which Mischa had ordered from Italy; and, as she watched her motionless features in the glass, she could remember the first time she had made a decision. The month was October, and already snow had fallen, and already Esther the White, who had been named so because of her long white-blond hair, had begun to fear the wolves which they said lived above, in the mountains. Perhaps it was wolves that Esther was imagining as she pulled the strand of beads she was fastening around her mother’s throat too tightly; when the strand broke, the beads, twenty yellow amber balls holding an enormous jade and emerald pendant, fell onto the wooden floor.

Esther the White was fifteen years old the day the beads fell and scattered beneath the furniture and between the floorboards. It was then, as Esther the White, too shocked to be anything but silent, watched the family’s entire heritage and wealth roll this way and that on the floor, that her mother, a large woman who was too proud to be religious and who refused to wear a scarf over her head except in the coldest winter, announced that Esther the White was not her child.

“You didn’t notice,” the mother snapped, her face flushed red, as blotchy as borscht, “that you were the only one in this family with blue eyes and a black heart?”

Esther the White might have been struck dumb; the muscles in her face only twitched; her feet had rooted into the wood.

“You didn’t notice,” the mother continued, “that you were always lazy, that you were never any good. And that would not be if you were really my child.”

Esther the White stared at the floor, at the crack in the floorboards where the jade pendant, which had been presented to the mother’s grandfather by the Czar himself, had gotten stuck. She shuffled her feet as she was told that she had been taken in by the family as an infant, and that every family in town without a daughter adopted a girl infant or child. She was raised to inherit the laundry and the housekeeping, the cooking and the sorrow, and the kindling of the fire in the early morning when no one else would even think of getting out from beneath the mountains of blankets and quilts.

“Didn’t you ever notice,” the mother said, “that everyone in this town has a daughter? Even wives who are seventy years old have young daughters. How else can a house be kept clean? How else can a family be cooked for and fed?”

While the mother continued, listing Esther’s faults, the girl began to think of escaping. She thought of other countries and other continents, though she had never been farther than their own frozen river. One of the young men in town had disappeared to a place called New Jersey. Another, who had been training to be a biblical scholar, now owned a chocolate factory and sent packages of clothing and sweets to his family from Paris. But Esther had heard most about New York, where it was easy to find work, to become rich and escape. Esther the White was trying to imagine what New York looked like; for when she began to gather together the scattered beads the mother beat her on the shoulders. It was with the thought of escape, with the thought of walking down the avenues in New York, that Esther slipped several amber beads and the huge carved jade pendant into her apron pocket.

When the mother counted the beads and found that six of the amber stones and the wonderful jade were missing, she slapped Esther’s face and called her a liar. Esther insisted that the stones must have fallen beneath the floorboards, they must have fallen through a crack in the wood, and the pendant had disappeared into the snow. It was then, as she calmly lied, as her eyes stared innocently while the mother continued to scream and accuse until her breath was as short and wild as geese, that Esther the White decided that her unblinking eyes, which shone like river ice in February, were her best asset.

In that same winter, Esther discovered that she could see the reflection of her eyes in the river, even though the water was frozen with several feet of ice. She hunched over the riverbank, motionless as a wolf, and stared for hours, as if the proof to her mother’s claim could be found somewhere behind her own eyes. She imagined other parents, who were tender and pale. She wondered if her mother had lied out of anger; but, when she stared at her own eyes, she was convinced that she was a gypsy or a queen or the child of a wolf, and her manner grew cool; she served dinner as if she were a captive, she avoided other girls in the village who giggled as they chopped river ice for drinking water, she refused the mayor’s son the kisses she had once allowed him. She found herself dreaming about the jewels she had hidden in her pillow and the escape she would one day make.

It was at this time that their father began to beat Mischa, his oldest son. It was a long winter, and the rafts which floated lumber downstream to the city were locked in the ice; neither father nor son could work. There was not much to do in the village but argue and sigh. And the beatings began when the house grew tiny with winter, and snowdrifts reached the windowpanes.

“Why don’t you leave this place?” Esther asked Mischa. But Mischa only shook his head sadly, and wondered what he might have done to anger his father, and Esther the White sighed, because she knew that to leave home and travel alone was dangerous for a girl. A girl traveling alone was suspect, a victim of the whims of border guards, innkeepers, and other travelers. So, Esther the White sighed and waited for Mischa to change his mind, and she was silent during the beatings, as was the younger son, Max, who would merely close his mouth over a spoon of beet soup when their father struck Mischa’s head or back with his hand or a horse’s whip. Max, himself, was never beaten. The parents called him the Baby; although he was three years older than Esther the White, he was tiny; his full-grown size was only four-foot-three. He was, although his parents would not admit it, a dwarf.

Esther the White neither liked nor trusted the Baby. She had the suspicion that talking to him might stunt her growth. She did not like the way his eyes flickered, or the children’s clothes he still wore though he was eighteen. She avoided him. One evening Esther the White was turning a long wooden spoon in a pot of boiling potatoes, when the father began to strike Mischa. Mischa was silent and motionless; he was nearly twenty, and he was strong enough to ward off his father’s anger; still he did nothing but look puzzled. Clearly he ached for his father’s love. He did not know what his own sins might be, but Mischa could wonder forever, for what inspired his father’s rage was only the long winter, the bad potatoes, the oily fish soup, the boredom. Esther the White let go of her wooden spoon; it floated in the whirlpool of the potato pot. It was time; and when the father had reached for his leather belt, which hung on a nail in the wall, Esther the White had already made her next decision.

It was easy; she was already at the stove. She simply held on to the iron handles of the pot which simmered beside the potato pot. Inside the smaller cauldron, chicken fat boiled; and Esther nearly stumbled before she reached the table, before the father had finished beating Mischa. It was then that Esther the White slowly poured the chicken fat over the father’s head. The burning, boiling liquid fell onto his hair, onto the shoulders of his one good wool jacket. Chicken fat streamed through his beard.

“Bitch,” he screamed.

The mother crouched on the floor, wiping at the fat, which was already turning to solid puddles on his boots, and she hissed at Esther from beneath her tongue.

“The bitch,” he called again and again. He screamed. He held his hands in the air. He bared his teeth until they looked like fangs.

Esther the White held the empty pot by one handle, so that its bottom struck the floor like a gong as it swayed back and forth over the wooden floorboards. When the mother rushed the father out into the snow to cool his burns, she screamed to Esther that she would punish the girl in the morning, she would kill her, beat her until the leather belt was etched into Esther’s skin. But Esther the White did not wait for punishment. That night, in the bed the three children shared, Esther whispered, “Now you have to get me out of here.” Mischa was silent. The dwarf breathed between them, listening. “You have to help me,” Esther said. “Because now they’ll beat me or worse, just because I tried to help you, and I’m not even their daughter.”

When Esther the White had lifted the pot above their father’s head, she had counted on Mischa’s guilt. But now he was more than guilty; he was afraid. He had shuddered when he saw the look in her eyes, as Esther had held the iron pot. He had not known her arms would reach that high, he would not have believed she could lift that much weight, he wondered if she was possessed.

“Not their daughter?” Mischa said. “Ridiculous.” Between the blankets he shivered.

“Your mother told me,” Esther said. “Do you think she’s a liar?”

Mischa did not know. “Who are you?” he said to the girl he had known as his sister all his life.

“Someone who’s not related to you, who just risked her own life for your well-being.” She paused. “So, now you owe me your life. Now you have to rescue me. You have to do everything I tell you to do.”

Mischa did not answer. He was a logger, as his father was, as his grandfather was. He tried to think of what might be beyond their village; he could only imagine ice, only an endless familiar landscape.

“Mischa,” Esther hissed, and she was angry, furious that he was so silent and dumb when she needed a protector until the border was crossed. “Without you I am lost,” she whispered.

They left before the moon rose. As soon as the father’s cries ceased, as he finally stopped scratching the white cotton bandages which covered his burns, Esther filled a heavy woven sack with silver candlesticks and enough food for several days. She cut the jewels out of her feather pillow with a knife and slipped them into a secret pocket she had sewn in her coat. Esther the White smiled as she moved like a ghost through the dark, sleeping house. But Mischa moved heavily, slowly.

“Hurry,” Esther the White whispered.

As Esther was slipping on her heavy coat, Max, the Baby, followed her. He was half-dressed, and struggling to pull on a small leather boot.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Esther said.

The Baby smiled.

“Who said you could go with us?” she asked.

Max held a finger to his lips, and then he pointed to the closed door of the small room where the parents slept. He smiled.

“Blackmail,” Esther the White said. When the Baby nodded, she shrugged. “All right,” Esther said. “But hurry.”

The night grew late. Soon the moon was high, and the ice was thick as walls. The parents slept beneath heavy blankets, the fire in the stove in the kitchen was nearly out, and the children walked quickly, on their way to the carriage house where Esther would pay for the journey over the border with three amber beads. By the time the stove in the kitchen went cold, the three had reached the border, their noses dripping, their skin turning blue, on a night too deep, too black for anything other than silence.

Later, the father would say they disappeared into the ice. He told the rabbi and the mayor of the town that now his only purpose in life was to find his children’s remains, to see that a proper, religious burial took place. Whenever the bones of some wanderer who had strayed into the ice-blue winter, or the skeleton of a child who had fallen beneath the river were found, the father dressed in a long black coat and a fur-rimmed hat, and he walked with a line of mourners through the village. But to his wife he whispered: “May the ice eat them. May they get lost in the woods for a hundred years. May that bitch’s eyes fall from her head, and her knees turn to stone.”

When the father’s hair refused to grow, when his skull remained totally bald from the scalding chicken fat, he told the villagers that the hair had fallen out because of the loss of his children. His scalp was so full of sadness that it could no longer hold a hair in place. But alone in his own house, at his own kitchen table, speaking to his own wife, he always wore a fur cap to hide his baldness, and he stroked his long beard, and cried hot tears into sugary glasses of tea, and he cursed Esther the White.

Two years later, Mischa, Esther, and Max were still in Marseilles, where they had arrived in the third month of their journey, having bought train tickets with money the pawned silver candlesticks brought. They had been caught in Marseilles by poverty; the brothers knew nothing of the jade pendant, and Esther the White had decided to save the jewel. Each time she opened the secret pocket in her coat for another amber bead, she stared at the carved jade until the anonymous woman’s face in the stone became a friend, a loving secret, Esther’s alone. And when all of the amber beads had gone for groceries and coal, Mischa got a job loading crates on the docks, in the hopes of earning passage money to England, and finally, to New York.

And so, for two years, Esther the White sat in a corner of the stable which the three rented, as far away as possible from the woolen blanket which separated them from the horses who shared their lodgings, whinnying and calling from the other side of the stable. Here, in a corner, Esther the White studied English. She had decided to ignore French, learning only enough to shop in a small market; she decided that they must change their family name, and she concentrated on learning English, perfecting her accent so that no one would ever accuse her of being Russian. Mischa protested when Esther the White crossed their original family name off all of their records, but she soon convinced him that it must be done so that their parents could never find them, when, in fact, Esther the White knew the parents would never want to find them.

After two years, Mischa still hadn’t earned enough to get them out of France, Esther was still studying English by the small wooden window, the only window in their side of the stable. She wondered if she should, at last, sell the jade and emerald pendant, desert the brothers, and go off on her own. But she had an attachment to the pendant, she stared at it for hours when she was alone in the stable; and the one time she began to walk toward a jewelry store to have the gem appraised, two dockworkers followed her and pinched her arms and her breasts, until she turned and ran home to the stable.

Esther wondered if she would ever get to America, if she would ever have a plan, if she would have to wait forever. Then she noticed a small circus unloading its cages on the dock next to the loading platform where Mischa worked. That day, Esther the White knew, she had truly made a discovery.

The cages of the circus cried out each time Esther passed by them, as she carried Mischa his lunch. Slowly, Esther walked by the two silver greyhounds, the red-streaked monkeys, the lion with one eye, the Mongoloid idiot, the red-and-turquoise roosters, the turtle, the bear. On a Friday, when the circus had been in the city for nearly two weeks, Esther the White carried a bag containing Mischa’s lunch—a sardine sandwich and two pears—but she walked no farther than the cage of the two-headed calf because suddenly there was someone behind her. When she turned she was looking right into the eyes of the tattooed man.

“Pardon,” said the tattooed man, who had begun to stare at Esther the White’s platinum hair.

Esther did not answer. She breathed deeply. The monkeys’ eyes were dark brown; the silver greyhounds were silent.

“Excuse me. Very sorry,” the tattooed man tried again.

He spoke English; his perfume was the odor of the sea. “Sorry,” he said softly. “I might have tripped you. Clumsy.” He laughed at himself.

Esther the White held the sardine sandwich tightly as she accepted the tattooed man’s offer to see the circus cages. From his dock, Mischa watched as Esther followed the tattooed man, as she peered between the iron bars. When she had looked into each and every cage, Esther the White accepted the black cigarette the tattooed man offered her, though she had never before smoked, and did not inhale.

“Not bad for a little circus,” she said.

“I am the manager,” the tattooed man said. “The owner is an idiot. I practically run the circus.”

“Not bad,” Esther the White repeated. “But you could use more.”

“Of course,” the tattooed man sighed, staring at Esther’s wide blue eyes. “Of course we could use more, who could not?”

“What you could use,” Esther the White said, “is a dwarf.”

“A dwarf?” the tattooed man said. “What for?”

“Attracts business.” Esther the White eyed the monkeys, the fortuneteller who sat at the edge of the dock in flowing blue robes, the enormous fat lady who peered out at them from behind the sea turtle’s cage. “Everybody loves little people.”

“And everyone has also seen a dwarf.”

“Not this dwarf,” Esther insisted. “He is something special.”

The tattooed man agreed to think about introducing Esther to the owner of the circus, a Pole named Jules. And Esther the White agreed to have dinner with the tattooed man, who bowed and introduced himself as Solo. Esther the White didn’t have much time; soon the circus would be leaving France. In the next few days Esther shopped, spending all of Mischa’s savings on Max. She bought him a silk shirt, a knitted cap, and dancing lessons from a Madame Laverne, who showed Esther her wiry blue varicose veins as if they were witness to the ballet career the Madame swore she had known. The three went without lunch and dinners, and ate only bread, cheese, and tea in the mornings. And no one dared to ask Esther the White why she now left her English grammar book in a messy heap of pages on the stable floor, or why she sang out snatches of English lullabies in the mornings, or why she had bothered to buy herself a pale violet dress when she had no place but the stable to wear it to.

But in fact, Esther the White wore the violet dress to a café; there was sawdust clinging to her shoes, and her pale hair hung to her waist. After they had eaten dinner, and Esther the White had decided that the tattooed man had the strongest face and most delicate hands she had ever seen, he surprised her by suddenly opening his hand. Inside his fingers, resting in his palm, quick as magic, were two diamond earrings. When Esther the White smiled and held the earrings to her ears, the tattooed man asked to sleep with her.

“But why would I sleep with you?” Esther the White asked. “I don’t even know you. And, anyway, I’ve slept with two brothers all of my life.”

The tattooed man explained that sleep did not really mean sleep. She could close her eyes if she wanted to, but never sleep. It was just a turn of phrase. An English phrase. What he really wanted to do was kiss her, make love to her, perhaps in the room he had rented across the street? He had given her diamonds, he found her charming, he was about to introduce her to the circus owner, Jules, with whom he had boundless influence.

“Do I look that desperate to you?” Esther the White asked.

The tattooed man was hurt, offended. “What makes you think this is just for me?” he said. And he told her about the tattoos which covered him, tattoos which swept women off their feet, forced them to knock at his door at midnight and at one. Parrots and red roses. Not pictures, but art, beauty. Esther the White considered. She was desperate; she had to meet the circus owner. But also, she admitted to herself, she was curious.

“Besides,” the tattooed man, Solo, said, “it’s such a friendly way to seal a bargain.”

Esther shrugged. “Maybe,” she said, as she clipped the diamonds to her earlobes.

He did speak wonderful English. The diamonds’ sparkle reached across the room. Solo whispered that Jules might offer three hundred francs for a dwarf. Esther said she would not take less than three fifty.

“Follow me,” Solo said.

Esther the White smiled. “Maybe,” she said.

The diamonds held to her pale ears like glue as Esther the White followed the tattooed man up three flights of stairs in a rooming house. She watched the paintings on his skin appear as Solo removed his crimson shirt, his loose cotton slacks, the moccasins he wore. For a moment, standing in the draft which moved beneath the painted wooden door of the dark room, Esther wanted to disappear. To be back in bed, between the brothers, with the quilt pulled up high. But then she stared at the tattoos and she could not take her eyes off the colors. She forgot the brothers, she forgot her past, and she saw only the face of the man wearing a gold crown who stared out at her sadly from Solo’s forearm, only the parrot, whose red claws stretched across Solo’s chest, and the butterfly which flew up the calf of one leg.

He made love to her quickly, soundlessly. He pushed the violet dress up, and slipped off her underwear. Esther the White touched her fingers to the tattoos which ran across Solo’s back.

Solo sighed then. “It’s always this way,” he said sadly. “They’re always more interested in the tattoos than they are in me.”

But, that was not true; Esther thought everything about Solo was wonderful. She did not even mind that the bed was metal and creaky, and that the sheets were torn and stained. Esther’s eyes were open, Solo’s were closed. He barely touched her at all, but Esther’s fingers flew over his skin as if the tattoos were braille. She did not notice when he was finished. She didn’t even realize that he had stopped moving inside her, until Solo said, politely, “I think we must go. I’ve only rented the room for an hour.” Esther nodded; and it was only for a moment, as the tattooed man was slipping one arm into his shirt, that she thought of asking if she, and not Max, could leave with the circus. Then, she would no longer need to make decisions; she would simply follow the troupe, she would ride trains without ever knowing their destination, she would have time to record every tattoo that covered Solo’s skin as they slept in the same bed each night. But she did not ask, she did not even mention the blood which ran between her legs; instead, she smoothed her hands over her pale hair, and she followed the tattooed man out of the rooming house, and past the crates of vegetables which lined the docks. There, they kissed good night, made arrangements to meet the following evening, and went their separate ways.

Each time Max took a dancing lesson with Madame Laverne, Esther the White met her lover, although she was careful never to wear her diamond earrings in front of the brothers. They rented the same room each night, and Esther the White would rub oil over Solo’s skin and gaze at the tattoos, as Solo smoked pipefuls of opium. The seventh time they met, as Esther the White sat on the soiled bed without clothes, with only the diamonds at her ears, Solo told her that he had made an appointment for Esther and the dwarf to meet with Jules the following evening.

Esther the White did not know if she would laugh or cry as she walked down to the docks with the brothers. It was twilight; and Esther the White held the Baby’s hand, as if he were a child or a pet.

“Where are we going?” Max said, and he had to yell so that his voice could be heard above the crying gulls that circled overhead.

“The circus,” Esther told him. She wanted money and she wanted to go to America, she wanted never again to be someone’s daughter or servant; but she also wanted Solo.

“There isn’t a show today,” Mischa said, repeating information he had heard just that morning on the docks. “They’ve given their last show here, and anyway, the bear has died.”

Esther clapped her hands. “Oh good,” she said. “Now that the bear’s died, they will definitely need something new.”

When she saw Solo, Esther left the brothers at the cages. There they waited, as the eyes of the animals, the monkeys and the silver greyhounds, grew yellow in the night. Mischa sat on the steps of the sea turtle’s cage; his shadow fell through the bars, but the turtle did not move, she kept her gray eyes closed against the odor of the sea which rose around the dock. Solo was waiting for Esther with Jules, the circus owner, on the dock. Jules was interested in the idea of a dwarf, and Esther described Max’s talents in flowing terms—but all the while she stared at Solo, who was leaning on a metal lamppost, cleaning his fingernails with a wooden match. When Jules had agreed to Esther’s bargain, when he had handed her three hundred and fifty francs, the three walked to where the brothers waited. Esther walked slowly; each time she imagined the circus leaving, a thin line of pain wound itself around her forehead, like a ribbon, like a coil. When they reached the sea turtle’s cage, Esther said to Max, “The owner would like to hire you.”

“No,” Mischa said.

“What would the salary be?” Esther asked Jules.

“Same as everyone else,” Jules shrugged.

Esther noticed that one of Solo’s shirt buttons was undone; she could see the outline of one red talon.

“And what does that mean?” Esther said. “Old bones, fish? Do you think my brother is a seal? A bear? He is a dancing dwarf. You must pay him a salary,” she said. “Money,” she demanded.

Esther and Jules argued over wages; Max cheered up when he heard how much Esther believed him to be worth, he puffed up his new knitted cap. “I don’t come cheap,” Max laughed, and then he asked the tattooed man to show him a tattoo. Solo lifted a hand lazily and pulled up his sleeve. A bluebird’s wing covered his wrist, and Esther was afraid that if she turned to look she might faint.

Max was impressed with Solo’s markings, but when the matter of a salary was finally settled, the Baby did not really want to go. He was afraid, even though Esther promised him that crowds all over Europe would pay to see him, they would applaud him, some might even bring him bittersweet chocolate-covered cherries—his favorite candy. Soon Max began to cry; Mischa stared morosely into the turtle’s cage, afraid to contradict Esther, who continued to coax the Baby in her deep, chanting voice. That night, Esther the White spoke to Max more than she had in a lifetime, she was not about to have the dwarf wreck her plans, especially when Solo did not even look at her, did not even smile; so Esther held Max’s hands, and she whispered, soothingly, for hours.

Finally, they retired to Jules’s wagon, where they sat on velveteen pillows and drank glasses of sherry to seal the bargain.

“Come on,” Jules said to the Baby, “cheer up. You’ll be like my own son.”

Max was too tired to argue or cry; Esther patted him on the head, and nodded to the circus owner.

“Though to tell you the truth,” Jules confided, “I could use a watchdog more than a son. I’ve got a thief around here. I can’t rest in peace. Even my dead wife’s jewelry isn’t safe. All I had were earrings to remember her by, and now,” he clapped his wrinkled hands together, “they’re gone.”

Esther the White touched her naked ears, and looked over at the tattooed man.

Solo had drunk five small glasses of sherry, and now he smoked a pipeful of opium. As Esther the White watched, he rested his head on a maroon pillow and closed his eyes. She wondered, now, if she knew him at all. His eyes remained closed when Esther the White stood over him and softly said goodbye. He did not answer; he may have been asleep, or in a soft, white dream. Esther the White looked around the wagon, and wished that she were a fortuneteller, that she wore a blue turban tied around her head. She wished that she could climb over the velveteen pillows and cradle Solo’s head in her arms. And she might have; if Solo had said one word, if he had even opened his dark eyes, but he did not move. So, Esther the White licked her lips and turned away; she had no time to waste; she was on her way to America, to riches. She had a plan and a timetable; and anyway, the tattooed man was sleeping, so he could not have asked Esther to go away with him, even if he wanted to.

When Esther the White and Mischa left the wagon, Jules was searching through a trunk for a nightgown which would fit Max; Solo was snoring lightly. It was nearly dawn, and, when they walked past the docks, Mischa could see that the silver greyhounds were really the shade of dust in the morning light, and that they were nearly starved. As soon as they were away from the docks, Esther the White tried to erase Solo’s dark, dreaming eyes; she could hide the stolen earrings away, she could hide the memory of Solo as well. She raised her pale eyes and pinched Mischa’s hand. “We’re almost there,” she whispered. “We can leave for England. We’ll be in New York before you know it.”

They stayed in France only a few more months. Slowly, Esther the White realized that she was in love with Solo; she could not erase him; but it was too late. Esther often returned to the dock where the circus cages had stood; the troupe had disappeared, and no one who worked the docks seemed to know where they had gone. And even if Esther the White had discovered where the tattooed man was, she might not have followed him. Long ago, as she peered into the frozen river, she had decided not to let anything get in the way of her plans. And so, she stopped going to the dock, she stopped staring into the dirty water; and although she often dreamed of Solo, and found that she was holding on to nothing but air in her sleep, Esther the White and Mischa had become lovers.

She surprised Mischa one night by holding her arms around him just as he had begun to dream. Mischa touched her hair, imagining that Esther might suffer from nightmares, as he did. But, Esther the White slipped off her woolen nightdress, and asked to be held closer still, hoping that someone else’s arms, anyone else’s arms, would help her to forget Solo. Mischa fell in love, Esther the White did not; although sometimes, at night, while Mischa slept, Esther would lightly touch his face, and wonder if she should have left him behind, in their village. And Mischa moved somewhere between delight and guilt; wondering if there was some unspeakable thing wrong in what they did, wondering if he didn’t love Esther a little too much, for they always made love in the dark, like strangers who have met accidentally. Often their own breathing was mirrored by the horses breathing behind the blanket—softly and hidden behind the wool room divider, but breathing all the same.

They left Marseilles in the spring. By the time they reached England, two months after Esther the White’s eighteenth birthday, she was already pregnant with Phillip. Mischa found work, this time as a housepainter and carpenter, and soon he had earned enough to buy a small flat. He s:udied English; although when he dreamed of his brother, Max, the same sad dream, almost every night, he dreamed in Russian or French. Soon after they had moved into the flat, Mischa asked Esther, who now spoke perfect English, to marry him.

Esther the White still imagined the tattooed man each time they made love, and she kept the diamond earrings he had given her in a secret jewelry box which also held the stolen jade pendant. But she was now five months pregnant and she didn’t know if the father was the man who stood before her, or if he was the man who had turned out to be nothing more than a thief. So she smiled and said yes, having decided that since they were not really brother and sister, to be married would not be anything at all like a sin.


Chapter Four

ESTHER the Black knew nothing of her grandmother’s history. Through the girl’s lifetime, Esther the White had barely nodded through the pale walls which surrounded her, she had barely spoken to Esther the Black. Any words which were spoken were instructions or criticisms, as quick and as cold as ice. By the time she was six, Esther the Black already knew that she was not what her grandmother had hoped for. She was not blond, she was not cool, she did not hold her knife correctly, she cried. The two had nothing in common: only their name—that, and Phillip.

Esther the Black had been raised to fear her grandmother. Her own mother, Rose, believed the only way to inherit the family’s money was to train her daughter to behave. And to behave was to fear. Rose had grown up in Bridgeport, and she still stood at the sea wall and searched the ghostly coast of Connecticut for her hometown, though she had not been back for years. Rose had discovered Phillip in a business course at N.Y.U. which Mischa had demanded he audit. The family had just arrived from London, the Compound was not yet finished, it was only sand and stone, and Phillip and his parents had sublet an apartment on East 79th Street.

“Temporarily,” Phillip had told Rose. “We move around quite a bit.”

His accent was English, his eyes were golden, his family was rich, and Rose was twenty-six and still unmarried. She aspired to better things and places than Bridgeport, Connecticut. So, Rose seduced Phillip on the bathroom floor in his parents’ apartment, and four months later they were married in an Episcopalian church on 62nd Street.

When Rose’s Connecticut family discovered that the family had Anglicized their name, and had once been Jewish, they stopped telephoning, they stopped talking. And when Phillip began hovering near the banks of the East River, Rose was actually relieved that Esther the White suggested that the family move into the completed Compound, which already showed sure signs of failure, since not one house had been occupied or bought. They would move in, Esther the White insisted. Temporarily. But, after two years, when not one of the pink houses had yet been bought, and Rose now had to care for a year-old daughter who looked nothing like herself, and a husband who attempted suicide each pale, gray summer, Rose began taping pictures of the desert onto her bedroom wall.

It was difficult, but Rose soon learned to ignore Esther the White’s cold stares when she poured herself gin and tonics in the morning, when she hummed and decorated Esther the Black’s nursery with mobiles of cactus flowers and slot machines. Esther the Black had, in fact, been conceived as a gift to Esther the White. Rose had imagined that if she brought forth an heir, the old bitch would get off her back, retract her cold stares, and set up a trust fund. But, Esther the White did none of those things; she refused to see the child for several days, and when she learned that Phillip had named the girl after her, she was taut with hysteria, frightened of having her name stolen, of becoming a ghost. So, Rose gave up. She stopped trying to please Esther the White, but she insisted her daughter try even harder. Rose’s passion for Nevada sprang up at the same time she began to despise Esther the White, the family, and everything about the Compound, even the sea. Her desire for another state grew obsessive. And when Esther the Black was older, Rose dressed her like an Indian with a rouge-painted face each and every Halloween. She drove the girl out to the new tract housing which had begun to circle St. Fredrics; and, from the driver’s seat of Mischa’s Cadillac, Rose watched as her Indian daughter gathered Almond Joys, sour balls, and apples.

In 1962, Rose begged Mischa for a TV, which she said would be therapeutic for Phillip—a connection to the real world. But Phillip refused to desert his National Geographics, and Rose alone watched TV. She tuned in to game shows each morning, practicing the quizzes, and dreaming of the time when she would rise like a storm from the audience and then—from podium or chair—she would win the cash she needed to fly off to Nevada; if she were lucky she might win a Camaro as well, perhaps a year’s supply of groceries, or unlimited stays in Best Western Motels. And although she never appeared on a game show, never even went so far as to take the ferry to Manhattan, she did make it to Las Vegas, once.

Rose charged all of her expenses on an American Express card she had stolen from Mischa’s kidskin wallet. The day that Rose left, Esther the Black was in school, and the TV reception was hazy because of a spring rainstorm. After finishing her last bottle of tequila, Rose decided that she could not face another Drowning Season.

Phillip still referred to her flight as the “Nevada Caper”; the rest of the family tightly named it “Rose’s Episode.” Esther the Black was listening at the door when Phillip persuaded Esther the White to convince Mischa not to press charges, to let Rose return to the Compound—even though she had been apprehended by a policeman in the lobby of the Dunes, where she had run up an eight-hundred-dollar tab in a week.

“Darlings,” Rose had whispered to Phillip and Esther the Black, after her return, after Esther the White had coolly appraised Rose’s tanned arms, “I’m awfully sorry about the mess. But, really, my life’s as dry as instant potatoes. And it’s your mother,” she pointed a sun-browned finger at Phillip, “who keeps us here.”

But Rose could not and would not leave. She had stayed so long, she would stay a bit longer, at least until Phillip received the inheritance which she would manage. And now, fifteen years after the Nevada Caper, it was Esther the Black who dreamed of escape. It was Esther the Black who guarded her eyes whenever anyone in the family demanded to know her plans for the future, it was Esther who wore her denim cap so that no one would have the chance of peering into the ideas which moved inside her skull. Rose had tried to frighten Esther the Black into behaving, but it hadn’t worked. “Penniless,” Rose would hiss, when Esther the Black despaired over Ira Rath, or her lack of friends, or the criticism which was showered down on her by Esther the White.

Rose had had a lifetime of dust, a lifetime of waiting for an inheritance which was being bled by Phillip’s analysts and clinics, and Esther the Black had no such fears. She knew from the fishermen that there was nothing frightening about sleeping in shacks and eating rice and beans with sweet fish sauce. There was only one threat which kept Esther the Black in line, which kept her at the Compound and forced her to sit up straight when she wanted more than anything else in the world to slouch: she was afraid that any slip-up of her own would reflect on her father.

“They’ll throw him in the loony bin,” Rose would whisper when Esther the Black would not take her vitamins or smile. “They’ll say he’s a bad influence on you. They’ll lock him up for good, and cut our allowances in half.”

Of course, there was more to fear. To leave the Compound, and then to be forced to return—through bad luck, or bad vibes, or a bad tuna-fish sandwich that produced ptomaine and stacks of hospital bills which Esther the Black could never afford. Endless scenarios rushed through Esther the Black’s skull whenever she thought of escape; in each she was driven to her knees, forced to return to the Compound as more of a prisoner than ever before. She was a maid, a chauffeur, Cohen’s assistant, a sharecropper struggling to pay off the debts incurred during her short visit to the outside world. And always, in every scenario, it was Esther the White who was the guard, Esther the White she had to pay back. All in all, Esther the Black was scared. She feared that someone in the family would discover that she had a job, or that she hid all of the money she earned beneath her mattress; they would know that she planned to take her parents and leave, disappear, into the bright Nevada sun.

Esther the Black was afraid of her own plan; perhaps because she dared not even tell Cohen, who had always been her ally; but she needed to talk, she needed support. That may have been why, in the third week of July, she telephoned Ira Rath. She telephoned from the only Compound phone, which was located in the entrance hallway of her grandparents’ house. She called to ask the accountant’s son, whom she had not seen since he first went away to his college in Vermont, if he would be her accomplice; and she quickly found the number, listed under Solomon Rath on West 87th Street.

“Ira?” she said, turning to glance over her shoulder, freezing whenever a floorboard creaked.

“His father,” the voice said. Esther the Black stopped talking. The accountant might know her voice; she had seen him at Friday-night dinner less than a month before. “You want my son?” Solomon Rath asked.

“Yes,” Esther said quickly, disguising her voice. “I’m a friend from school.”

“He doesn’t go to school anymore,” the elder Rath sighed. “He dropped out of Bennington at the end of his last semester. A friend from school would know that. Who is this?”

Esther the Black panicked. It was early morning, she would be late for work, Esther the White would glide down the staircase in her pale blue robe and find Esther the Black, a traitor at the phone. “All right,” Esther the Black said to the accountant. “The truth is I’m in love with your son. I’ve seen him in Central Park.” Esther had been to Manhattan only twice in her lifetime, and then just to visit Phillip in Doctor’s Hospital the summers he contracted pneumonia; but she had seen enough movies on Rose’s TV set to know that the park was a place for lovers. “I followed him home. That’s how I got your name and address. I must talk to him. I must.”

She waited. The accountant breathed. “So,” he said, “it’s you.” He moved his mouth away from the phone. “Ira,” he called. “It’s Esther the Black on the phone.”

Esther lit a cigarette and wondered how Rath had known her. Did she have a reputation for craziness? Had her grandmother warned the accountant, as they pored over the family’s financial records together in his air-conditioned office, that Esther the Black was capable of anything, that she might telephone at early hours of the morning, lying and proclaiming a false love?

“Hello.” It was Ira; he had been asleep, his voice was thick, a stranger’s.

“Don’t say a word,” Esther told him. There was silence on the other end of the phone. Esther stubbed out her cigarette without having ever inhaled. “Good,” she nodded. “We have to get one thing straight. I feel I have to tell you that I don’t intend to marry you. So forget about it.”

“All right,” Ira said. And then he asked, “Who is this?”

“Esther. Esther the Black. Now, don’t say a word. I may need your help. I assume that, as a childhood friend, you will oblige me.”

“What the hell,” Ira said. “We’ve known each other for a long time. Of course I’ll help you. If we had married we would have been divorced. Of course, then I would have had alimony, some sort of settlement. I’ll be damned if I know how to get the money to cut a record. But I’ve gotten a band together, and I’m not too proud to take The Quick and the Mad into every sleazy bar in New York if I have to.”

“I would have paid you alimony?” Esther the Black said.

“Sleazy bars,” Ira Rath repeated, “are the price you pay when you love rock and roll.”

“Rock and roll.” Esther shrugged. She was confessing her secrets, and he spoke of music.

“I’m a singer. A personality. That’s why I dropped out of school. My father okayed it because he figured I’d be taken care of with your family’s money. But to hell with your money, Esther the Black. To hell with it. And to tell you the truth,” he lowered his voice, “my father says there really isn’t a financial reason for our marriage anymore. He says if your grandfather doesn’t sell off some property you’ll all be in the poorhouse.”

“Don’t say another word,” Esther warned. “Someone may be listening.”

“Nah,” said Ira Rath. “Esther the Black, what hell our marriage would have been.” He sighed.

“I don’t know,” Esther the Black said, insulted, and suddenly shy.

“But my father would sooner have me dead and buried than playing rock and roll, even if that means marriage to you,” Ira said.

Esther the Black and Ira agreed to mislead their families; they would be co-conspirators, they would meet like lizards in a cheap bar at the harbor of St. Fredrics. It was a relief for Esther to finally whisper her plans of escape to someone. But then Ira Rath nearly ruined it all by lowering his voice and saying, “If we’re really going to be allies, you have to confide in me. Are you a virgin? I could never relate to virgins.”

“Ira,” Esther the Black said. “That’s none of your business.”

But it was too late; he had forced her to think about the fishermen. Esther the Black rubbed her forehead and remembered. If she hadn’t been the Drowned Man’s daughter, some fisherman might have asked her to run away with him, to the Florida Keys, to Miami, or she might have moved into some young man’s camper and learned how to repair fishing nets.

Esther the Black had never had friends in St. Fredrics, and Ira Rath had been nothing more than an occasional visitor who wore blue suits and glasses and taught her to smoke cigarettes. She had only the fishermen’s children; and when the fishermen’s girls her age began to wear bluejeans and shawls, when they kissed any boy who was interested, Esther the Black sat with them on the cold stone beach. The winter when she was sixteen, Esther decided that it was time for her to have a lover, and she chose a boy named Terry, perhaps because she had known him all of her life, perhaps because he had his own tent, which he heated in the winter with a small coiled electric heater that he plugged into his older brother’s trailer with a stiff extension cord. Esther the Black often jumped out of her window at night, and slid off the roof, while Phillip and Rose slept beneath an electric blanket on the first floor. It seemed natural to Esther for her to fall asleep in that tent; even when the snow was falling, when the Compound paths were icy; she felt safe, and miles away from her grandparents’ house. But in a few weeks, Terry began avoiding her. Finally, one day when she went with Cohen to help scale fish in the encampment, Esther the Black confronted him.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked the boy. “I’m not pregnant you know,” she whispered as Cohen called for hot coffee and a pair of gloves to protect his fingers as he scaled half-frozen fish.

Esther the Black watched her lover all day, and when she accidentally touched his shoulder, as she helped a group of young men carry boxes of fish to a pick-up truck, Terry pushed her hand down. “Get away from me,” he said, looking over his shoulder, as if afraid that one of his friends might see them touch. “Esther the Black, please go away.”

Esther the Black ran. Her feet slipped on icy paths. She ran until her breath filled the air; and then she collapsed, in a dark flower bed beneath the first-floor window of her grandparents’ house. She wore an old raccoon coat which had once belonged to Rose; the shoulders were padded, like armor. She pulled her legs up, the flowers all grew beneath her, underground. Terry had followed, and he appeared suddenly beside her in the flower bed where there was only ice, and not even the movement of one leaf.

“Sorry,” Terry said, and Esther the Black shrugged; she did not think she would climb out her window at night to meet with him again. “Do you love me?” he then asked her.

The flowers grew underground, and Esther the Black wondered if she would ever love anyone. If she said yes, I do love you, would Terry be crazy enough to feel guilty, to run away with her? Would he, palms coated with the harbor salt and ice, rescue her and give her a life?

Esther the Black lit a cigarette; the fisherman’s blue headband was dark navy colored in the night, and he looked around, over his shoulders, into the ice and the darkest trees, and Esther the Black then realized that Terry had never before been to this section of the Compound, to her section. She wondered what her grandmother would say if she wandered out onto the porch to breathe some winter air and saw a poacher in her flower bed; she wondered if her grandfather, Mischa, would raise his walking cane if he saw that the fisherman’s fingers were now touching her skin. “No,” Esther the Black said finally, “I don’t love you.”

The fisherman smiled and tossed a stone into the snow. “I was worried about that,” he said as he moved his arms to surround her padded shoulders, and he smiled beautifully, as if Esther the Black had just released him. Each time Esther the Black saw her fisherman in the encampment after that time, after he had run off into the darkness, he smiled sadly. And Esther paid him back for following her into that most dangerous section of the Compound, her section, by never mentioning his name to any of the girls her age. After that, Esther the Black was sure the fishermen and their children were afraid of her; she was an outsider, and they would never trust her. She began to stay away; she went so infrequently to the fishermen’s campground that even Cohen had grown suspicious.

“Esther the Black,” he said to her, “tell me, do you have a boyfriend in town?”

Esther the Black rolled her eyes.

“I never see you in the campground.”

“I’m busy,” Esther lied.

“Too busy for old friends like the fishermen?” Cohen had asked.

“Yes,” Esther the Black had said, but she was thinking of her fisherman’s dark eyes, and the way his breath moved in the deep, frozen air, and the way he whispered to her in the night. “Too busy.”

When she had stayed away for months, when Cohen tried to explain her absence with half-hearted excuses, the fishermen grew to believe that Esther the Black had deserted them for her own family, as they had always suspected she would; they began to avoid her on the streets of St. Fredrics, on the roads, and the beach. The girls she had grown up with got married—they had children, they worked on the fishing boats or as waitresses in town. Sometimes, Esther the Black would watch them from the sea wall; women who wore their hair long and wild, tied with the thinnest of blue headbands, working on the boats as their children waited, patiently, among the green stones, on the beach. She was not certain which of them her fisherman had married, but Esther the Black was certain that woman would wear her hair to her waist and never count her hours in the sun.

But now Ira Rath was still breathing over the phone, and Esther the Black heard a footstep on the stair. “Friday,” Esther the Black said. “Don’t forget.”

She hung up the phone and ran out the door of her grandparents’ house. She hitched a ride to town on Route 16, and that day, as she sold forty dollars’ worth of eye make-up, and sixteen dollars’ worth of blush-on rouge, Esther thought of Ira Rath. It was great luck that he wasn’t interested in marrying her, that he hadn’t pleaded with her to keep their engagement; and yet, she was disappointed. He had thought of her only as a step on the road to stardom. He had never really been her friend, Esther the Black decided; and, by the end of the day, she was no longer certain she wanted him as her ally.

Esther the Black locked up her register and walked to the soda fountain at the front of the store. She did not realize that Cohen was there until she was already seated at the counter; then she looked the other way. She had always trusted Cohen before, but her escape from the Compound was too important, and each time she tried to talk to him about Esther the White, he told her not to be disrespectful. So Esther the Black quickly ordered a lemonade. She stared straight ahead, at the menu which hung above the grill. The overhead fan moved in heavy circles. Though she loved him, Esther the Black wished that Cohen would go blind. She couldn’t risk her grandmother’s anger if Cohen should spill the beans. And she wished that he would go blind instantly, at the Woolworth’s soda fountain. As customers and waitresses gathered around the blinded Cohen, Esther would skip right past him, out to freedom, out the door.

“Over here,” Cohen called from his stool at the far end of the counter. “Esther, over here.”

Esther the Black picked up her glass of lemonade; her straw bobbed like a pigeon. She still wore her pink smock, with Esther embroidered over her right breast. She sat next to Cohen but did not look at him.

Cohen pointed to his steaming porcelain cup. “Tea,” he told Esther. “Because I’ll tell you right now, coffee in a place like this is death.”

“Cohen.” Esther the Black clamped her teeth down on the striped straw between her lips. “Don’t tell anyone that you caught me.”

Cohen sipped tea. “All right,” he agreed.

They sat in silence, the overhead fan droning, flies landing on the polished counter top.

“Don’t tell anyone I caught you doing what?” Cohen asked.

“That you found out I’m working here.” Esther the Black pointed to her pink smock. Cohen had not missed Esther the Black, he had not guessed she had found a job; he was waiting for Esther the White, who had locked herself in her room for days after the doctor’s appointment. Finally one hot afternoon, she had come out to sit on the wide porch with a cup of jasmine tea resting on her knee; but she had stared right through Cohen when he walked past on the green, and her eyes were so heavy and so huge that they were closed and dreaming in the sun, and Cohen was left to imagine hundreds of ailments and diseases that Esther the White was too proud to mention.

Cohen glanced at Esther the Black. “Very pretty,” he said of the smock.

“And whatever happens, don’t tell my grandmother.”

Cohen frowned and shook his head. He had been the one to introduce Esther the Black to gardenias, to tea boiled from orange lilies, to the dozen sorts of seaweed and grass which grew in the harbor. And now, she thought only of leaving after he had taught her so much; and there was no way to tell her that he thought she misjudged her grandmother, without letting the girl know too much of his secret, too much of his love. “No one will hear your secrets from me,” Cohen told Esther the Black. “Suddenly you don’t trust me?” He shook his head.

Esther the Black was silent; she sipped at the last of her lemonade.

Cohen rose from his seat. “Let’s go,” he said. “Even the tea here is bad.”

Esther the Black followed Cohen out to the street where Mischa’s Cadillac was parked. She leaned deep into the maroon leather. They drove down Route 16 with all the windows open. She looked over at Cohen as he stopped the car to let two deer cross the road; she studied his face, the wrinkles, the lines.

“I’m sorry,” Esther the Black said; she patted his hand. “I trust you,” she said.

Now it was Cohen who felt like a traitor; he wondered how the girl would react if he told her that he loved her grandmother; that he had always loved her. He watched as Esther the Black lit a cigarette, then he started the Cadillac down the road and he thought, What a shame. I love her like a granddaughter, but what a shame she doesn’t take after her grandmother at all. The hot afternoon wind moved through the car, from window to window, and no long blond hair flew out into the air; instead, Esther the Black’s short dark hair rested in motionless curls as she puffed on her cigarette. Still, she was a good kid; she was smart, Cohen thought; perhaps she had inherited that from Esther the White.

“What’s she like?” Esther asked over the wind.

Cohen stepped on the gas. Was the girl able to read his mind? Perhaps they had spent too much time, too many years together. “Who?”

The afternoon was at its latest; clouds moved in the sky; and Esther the Black wondered what Esther the White would say when she awoke one morning to find that all her prisoners, Phillip and Rose, and Esther, herself, were gone. “My grandmother,” Esther the Black said.

Cohen laughed. “Why ask me? You’re the relative. How should I know? You think I’m magic? You think I know everything?”

“I was just interested,” Esther the Black said, as she slipped off her pink smock and crumpled it into the large leather bag she carried. “I wanted the opinion of an outside observer.”

Cohen stomped down on the gas pedal after they rounded a curve on the road. He considered himself an observer, but not outside, never outside. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said to Esther. “Maybe you’re suffering from overwork.”

They entered the iron Compound gate; and as soon as the Cadillac drove onto the path, the odor of honeysuckle fell like a curtain. It was the beginning of twilight, the time when the Compound was its sweetest. “You talk nonsense, Esther,” Cohen said. “You always want to leave, but you’ve got such beauty here, and you don’t even see it. That’s the word of this outside observer.”

Esther the Black looked up, and agreed; the lighting—which could turn the branch of a tree bright and then dark in seconds—was beautiful at this time of day. Along with Cohen, she stared at the fading rose-colored houses, those the family lived in, and those which had never been anything but empty and which were now swept with pale sand and tiny green crabs. It was so cool and quiet, as the beginning of an evening fog moved over the Compound, that Esther almost forgot why she wanted to escape. And when Cohen stopped the car in front of her grandparents’ house, Esther the Black was remembering the time Cohen had taught her how to press sea lavender between glass. She smiled over at him, she trusted him completely, but Cohen was looking away, he was looking at the harbor.

“Esther,” he said, “look.”

The family was gathered at the sea wall. Mischa, who stood six-foot-one, and his brother, Max, who was dressed in a boy’s flowered bathing suit, both waved frantically at the harbor. Behind them stood Max’s wife, Lisa, holding a beach towel. Rose had already climbed atop the wall; she waved clenched hands, as if she were praying into the dull, gray air. They were all calling together; but it was the time when the gulls and the pipers shared the air with the sparrow hawks and owls, and Esther the Black couldn’t hear their words. The shadows which fell onto all of the porches grew longer now; the blood sea star and the snail moved in the harbor.

“It’s your father,” Cohen said. “It’s Phillip.”

Cohen opened the car door, he ran to the sea wall. The others remained, calling and waving, as Cohen reached the place where the earth suddenly turned to sand. He climbed over the stones, almost as if he were a young man; over the algae, the barnacles, the rust. And when Cohen scrambled over the stones on the beach, the spell was broken; the others began to move. Mischa unlocked the sea-wall gate, and then he and Rose untied the rowboat, as Max jumped up and down, excited as a child.

When Esther the Black sat down in the white wicker chair on her grandparents’ porch, Cohen was already kicking off his shoes, diving into the water, and chasing after Phillip, who, once more, had followed some old sea-wish down into the harbor. Esther the Black rocked back and forth in her chair; Drowning Season had become a part of her internal clock. She wondered if she would even exist in another place, if her plans of escape were worthless. She stared at the stone beach, where the gills and tails of bluefish and flounders the fishermen had caught moved without power, until the gills were quiet, the tails calm. Esther rocked back and forth; she had watched a drowning every summer of her life; and she watched again now, as Cohen’s arms encircled her father.

The Compound was dark, except for a flame across the lawn, where a blue gas fire that Lisa had forgotten to shut off heated a copper kettle. Esther the Black was staring at the blue light when Esther the White came out to the porch. Out there, in the harbor, Mischa had begun to row toward the circular current where Cohen lifted Phillip’s head above the tide. Esther the White wrapped a woolen sweater around herself, and still she was chilled, she was cold as ice as she stared out to the lights of Connecticut. Max was now screaming instructions as the rowboat weaved crazily through the harbor—Mischa hadn’t gained control over the oars. And Cohen waited patiently, holding Phillip’s head above the waves, as Esther the Black’s father stared upward, at the still, gray night.

Esther the Black rocked back and forth, she rocked faster. Although she knew her grandmother stood behind her, she did not want to turn. Esther the White watched her granddaughter’s shoulders, she watched the dark, tight hair, as if the girl were a statue. Alien. A head carved in stone, in Greece or in Spain, centuries before. Stone that would not turn even when Esther the White breathed into the girl’s hair, and wished as hard as she could that Esther the Black would turn to her. Esther the White ignored the harbor, where her husband rowed toward Phillip and Cohen; she watched her granddaughter, thinking that if they were not such strangers the girl might hold her, and then the chill might disappear; and then Esther the White felt foolish. She straightened her back and stood behind her granddaughter’s chair.

“Fools,” Esther the White said, looking out into the hazy harbor. It might have always been a mistake to fight Phillip; perhaps they should finally let him have his way, let him float peacefully into the soft sand at the deepest part of the harbor. “Always bringing the same drowned man back to shore,” Esther the White sighed.

Slowly, Esther the Black nodded; they should let him be, she thought, as she watched Phillip struggle in the waves, in the dim moonlight. The girl stared out at the night harbor, and she felt her grandmother run her pale, thin fingers across the back of the chair as if the wicker were skin. Esther the White was wishing that they could both stop holding back their tears, but they were silent, their eyes were dry. And the two women watched the family come to shore on the other side of the sea wall; on the dark porch, between the shadows and the stones, together they watched the rescue.


Part Two

NATURAL HISTORY


Chapter One

EACH summer, after Phillip’s drowning, the family sighed with relief. Everyone hoped that he would make the attempt early in July, so that for the remainder of the summer the watch could be relaxed. It was a fact that Phillip drowned only once a season, once a year. He was predictable. And afterward, his dosage of Valium could be reduced, and the family no longer shuddered each time the tides changed, each time the odor of seaweed and clams drifted over the lawn. Only Esther the White felt no relief; for this summer, after the drowning, she began to dream, nearly every night, of her son.

Often, in her dreams, Esther the White saw her own pale hands slipping her infant into the hands of Inge, the nursemaid, fluent in German and English, who had taken care of Phillip in London. On the night of the drowning, perhaps because of the pain in her side, perhaps because of the codeine, Esther the White dreamed that she had never wanted her son born. For years, Esther the White had forgotten that when she learned she was pregnant, her first reaction was to greedily eat the skin of young onions, for unmarried girls in her village had whispered about the use of onions as a spell against unwanted pregnancy. Even after her marriage to Mischa, when her stomach had begun to swell, Esther the White had sat for hours in hot baths, so that the steam might enter her, find its way to her womb, and suffocate Phillip. Her breasts had become so large that Esther did not want them touched; her hair grew coarse; she sat before a mirror, watching for other changes. And now, she dreamed about Phillip nightly, she suffered between her sheets, but it was the truth; she had not wanted him born.

Esther the White had worried that a child of hers might be marked. He might appear with a rose at his tiny shoulder, with a butterfly on his forehead, a cross beneath one knee. She did not know if Mischa was the father; but she suspected that the tattooed man, Solo, had left something growing inside, something to remind her that she had once felt something, that she had once been in love. She cried slow tears as she sat in the porcelain tub which rested upon four lion’s claws, and she imagined that her womb was filling with rising steam. Often, in her dreams, Esther the White saw her body turning a ghostly white, her skin becoming soft as apricots, the ends of her long pale hair turning a faint, watery green.

They lived then in a section of Notting Hill, and it was on the Bayswater Road that Mischa saw the hand-painted sign in a heavy leaded-glass window of a rooming house. Inge advertised herself as a bilingual nanny, nurse, housemaid, babysitter, and cook. When Mischa interviewed her, in the dark brown sitting room of the boarding house, Inge wore a black dress spotted with blue and yellow flowers. She wore the same dress when she aided in Phillip’s birth, that day when Esther the White refused midwives, doctors, and hospitals, in the hope that the delivery in the parlor of their flat might give her a better chance, and Phillip a worse one.

Esther the White refused to look at the child. For the first week of Phillip’s life she breast-fed him in the dark—at night, or in an unlit room. Slowly, she began to examine him. She touched his stomach and his arms while he gurgled or cried. She searched for markings—raised skin, strange colors, pigmentations. But he appeared to be unmarked. His eyes were brown, like Mischa’s, his skin was as white as Esther’s own. When he cried in his crib, and his gums changed from pale pink to red, Esther thought he looked like a howling rabbit.

Esther the White did not go to America. “Travel with an infant?” Mischa had said. “Let’s wait till he gets a little bigger. Pneumonia is easy to catch on a ship. Wait.” And Esther waited, but Phillip was catching mumps and flu, but Phillip was growing up, and Mischa’s business was doing well. The child might have been a punishment for her affair with the tattooed man, so Esther the White did not complain; she continued to wait, until London became as familiar to her as the village of her childhood, until New York was a place she no longer mentioned, until she nearly forgot the jade pendant which could buy her passage on an ocean liner.

Inge, the nursemaid, did not believe Phillip was either adorable or horrid. He was a child. She had held dozens of them. What they needed was discipline and structure and a smack on the head. Phillip’s crib was at the foot of Inge’s bed; and he seemed to cry each time she invited a lover into that bed. But that was not extraordinary, and Inge would quickly rise from the bed and smack Phillip’s hands; then his cries would turn to small hiccups as he forced himself to be silent. By the time Phillip spoke his first word (“No”—not at all an unusual first word), Mischa and Inge had become lovers.

Esther the White had decided that she wanted a life separate from Mischa’s. She did not take lovers, for she was afraid that her body might again be claimed by some child growing inside. But she did have men. “Go ahead,” Mischa would tell her, “go off with your boyfriends.” He would sit and sulk in the parlor until Esther the White returned from her meetings at restaurants or parks or cinemas. Yet, Esther did choose her friends with the thought of bettering the family’s situation. Often, they were men of property—building inspectors, contractors, or landlords. Men who were blue-eyed and pale-skinned, and who could help Mischa obtain a mortgage, or wire a flat that had faulty electricity, or find a cheap piece of property in the East End. Often these men were handsome, more often they were not. But all of them believed that Esther the White was beautiful; so beautiful that to be seen with her pale hand hanging onto their arms at the theater or at parties where sherry and scotch and cucumber sandwiches were served was well worth the price of making Mischa rich.

Still, Esther the White was not happy. She knew of Mischa’s affair with Inge, and she was relieved by it. She cared a great deal for Mischa: she arranged her own affairs to his profit, she stroked his hand in darkened rooms when he was depressed about business, but she wished to sleep alone; the thought of making love chilled her, turned her eyes cold with the fear of pregnancy. When her spells of melancholy grew into sorrow, Esther the White decided that London itself was causing her unhappiness.

She came to despise anything British. Little Phillip had begun to speak, and when Esther discovered that his accent was English, she pounded a fist on an oak table top.

“Make him stop talking that way,” she shouted at Inge. “I won’t allow him to sound British.”

When Phillip addressed Esther as “Mummy,” Esther threatened to fire Inge, convinced that the nursemaid had taught her son to speak in a manner which would infuriate her.

Luckily, Mischa’s business was prospering, for Esther would no longer speak to British businessmen, let alone dine with them. Now the men she went out with were all foreigners: an Indian with whom she visited museums, a French Jew who read his poetry to her and tried to convince her to rejoin the religious tribe she had rejected. Yet throughout her sadness and her dissatisfaction with England, Esther continued to kiss Phillip goodnight, to watch for peculiarities, and to have as near to nothing to do with him as possible. He was not particularly handsome, but that was no crime. All in all, Esther was satisfied with Phillip as a child. However, when Phillip was six and began primary school, Mischa discovered that Inge’s disciplinary methods included holding the child’s head in a brimming sinkful of water. Mischa was horrified that the woman who cooed sweet German words to him while making love was holding his terrified son’s head under water for any minor infraction of discipline.

“Pig,” he said to her. “Are you crazy? Am I paying a madwoman to torture my son?”

Inge’s eyes were wide. “What is so unusual?” she said, her hands dripping water onto the tile floor. “This is the way to discipline children. And he is a child, no?”

“God in heaven,” Mischa moaned, “is this payment for my sins?” He knew that some punishment for his adultery would fall, and now it had. He waved a finger at Inge. “Lunatic,” he screamed. But while Mischa was raging, Phillip held close to Inge’s skirt. His head dripped with water, pools formed in his eyes. And, silently, he prayed that they would not take him away from the woman who loved him, the one who held him close.

“We have to fire Inge,” Mischa told Esther.

Esther tossed her long hair. “No, we need her.”

Mischa did not want to discuss the incident at the sink; why shouldn’t Esther be protected? He shook his head. “What do we need her for?”

Esther was panicky; she knew nothing about children. She especially wanted nothing to do with Phillip, who might betray her at any moment by sprouting a tattoo across his thin shoulders. “I don’t even know how to change a diaper,” she said.

“Esther,” Mischa sighed, “he’s six years old. He doesn’t wear diapers.”

“How can I live without Inge?” Esther insisted, though she hadn’t spoken more than ten sentences to Inge in the past year. Who would take care of Phillip? To whose bed would Mischa creep at midnight? “Oh, no. I can’t live without her,” Esther cried.

“But she’s a crazy woman,” Mischa said. “She punishes our son by torturing him. She dips his head in water until he’s blue. She is fired,” he said. “She must go, today.”

Esther the White held a hand to her forehead. A flicker of grief passed through her, as if Phillip had drowned in that sink Mischa spoke of. She wondered what her reaction might have been if Phillip had died as the nursemaid held his head under water, in the quiet bathroom. What had happened, Esther quickly decided, was as much her own fault as if she had held Phillip’s head down herself. She must never have anything to do with children.

“All right,” Esther said. She stared into her husband’s eyes, to the yellow lines which spun out from the center of his irises. “All right. Fire her. We should never have hired her in the first place, with no references. But don’t expect anything of me. He is your responsibility.”

Mischa did not expect anything of Esther the White for more than ten years. Still, several times a year Esther would feel the weight of some enormous sadness, but then the sadness would pass, and it was as easily forgotten as the jade pendant that was hidden in the lining of an old fox coat. Mischa did not expect anything at all from Esther the White until Phillip started walking into the water. After the first occurrence in the Serpentine, Esther the White decided Phillip was suicidal; she told Mischa to let the boy be—suicidal adolescence would pass, and Mischa could not convince her the situation was serious. But by the third summer, when Phillip was nearly twenty and he had already tried to drown himself three times, the last time wearing Mischa’s own hound’s-tooth sport jacket, Mischa expected something of Esther.

“You have to do something,” Mischa said. He was particularly infuriated that his sport jacket had been ruined in the Thames.

“There’s nothing to do. It’s obvious that he wants to kill himself.”

“Is that a mother? Is that the voice of a mother?” Mischa said.

Esther the White shrugged. Personally, she had never thought of herself as a mother. “You asked, I told,” she said.

Recently, Esther the White had acquired a new boyfriend, but this one was a lover as well. He, too, was a foreigner—from Brooklyn, New York. His name was Shapiro, and he inspired in Esther both passion for sex and a fresh desire for New York. Shapiro had left a bad marriage; he now drove a taxi in London, and the two would often drive together for hours, Shapiro murmuring the praises of Brooklyn, and the American way, American women who walked down Fifth Avenue like they owned the world. He was ten years younger than Esther, but with him, Shapiro promised, it would be impossible to conceive. Hence, his bad marriage to a wife who wanted at least three children, and Esther the White’s passion. Often, she would go with him, up to his room near Paddington. There they made love; the taxi driver would whisper in his thick foreign New York accent, and Esther would stare at objects around the room—a hairbrush, a vest, a blue airmail letter, and she would imagine that each had traveled the distance from New York.

She was not particularly interested in Phillip at this point: she had a lover, she had the desire to leave a country she was bound to by her family; plus she had never wanted him born. Phillip was not in the room, so Esther the White was perfectly frank.

“Sorry,” she shrugged. “I know nothing about children.”

At that time, Phillip was seated on a maroon velvet couch in the study. He shook his head. He dripped water. He eavesdropped and agreed with his mother—his parents should leave him alone. However, Phillip had not wanted to kill himself, and he truly felt sorry about ruining the hound’s-tooth jacket. He wanted only to be left alone. Alone, so that he could merge with the water. He believed any water was beautiful, whether for its dark waves or for its slow-moving currents. He wanted to be a part of that beauty, traveling at a natural speed through the waves, without effort.

“I’m not saying Phillip’s right,” Esther continued. “Maybe he’s crazy. But if he wants to do something crazy, who does it hurt? Maybe himself, but that’s his right.”

Phillip, the eavesdropper, nodded solemnly and agreed.

“Me,” Mischa declared. “His father. It hurts me. It hurts the floor, it hurts my jacket, it hurts my reputation, it’s an insult to me as his father.”

Esther the White reconsidered. She thought of her lover, Shapiro, and the wonderful Brooklyn that was now living inside of her soul. She pursed her mouth and breathed heavily. “Take him to America,” she said.

“For what?” Mischa asked. His business was booming with semidetached houses, why go to America?

“You’ll see,” Esther the White smiled. “The move will cure him. Take him to America.”

“What?” Mischa said. “I thought you were over that. He doesn’t need America, he needs a wife.”

“A wife?” Esther said. “What would he do with a wife?”

“Phillip, in here,” Mischa called. “Get in here.”

Phillip was standing in the doorway before Mischa called his name.

“Yes?” Phillip said.

“Yes?” Mischa mimicked. Esther the White quickly slipped on the dark glasses she had taken to wearing whenever she drove through the city in Shapiro’s taxi. “Not yes,” Mischa said. “No. I’ve had enough of this walking into water. Enough.”

Phillip stubbed out his cigarette in a small egg-shaped ashtray; he hung his head like a hound.

“Let me ask you this.” Mischa sat heavily in a cushioned chair and bit off the tip of a cigar. “How long have you had this … urge?”

“Father, I’m really interested in water from a philosophical point of view. I just get carried away.”

“I ask why you’re embarrassing me, why you’re killing yourself, and you tell me about philosophy?”

“It’s not that I want to hurt myself. It’s just that the water seems so purifying, so much cleaner.”

“Cleaner?” Mischa bellowed. “Cleaner than what?” He turned to Esther the White and whispered: “We have a lunatic for a son, we have a lunatic.”

“We’ll take him to America,” Esther the White whispered in answer to her husband.

“What did I do? Did I do something wrong?” Mischa said.

“Not at all,” Phillip said, not daring to say that he had been imagining diving deep into the water for years. In primary school he had practiced holding his breath under water, so that he could stare up to watch the way the light filtered through the top of the water during swim practice. And when he finished school, at seventeen, Phillip had begun to dream of rivers and seas. In a notebook he drew the plants and the fish that swam through his dreams. Once there was a gray porpoise, which he followed for some time. Another night, he found a flower which seemed to be a sea rose, tiny and white. But he had also attended parties, he took girls out on dates to the cinema, he had many friends and began to work for his father. He had seemed, to Mischa and Esther the White, absolutely unmarked. Yet he was happiest dreaming, or drawing his visions into his leather-bound notebook.

“Why, you haven’t done anything at all to me,” Phillip told his parents. “I walk close to the water, and then suddenly, before I know it, I’m in some river or pool.”

“We’re getting you married, then we’ll see how far you walk,” Mischa told his son.

“But I don’t know anyone I’d want to marry,” Phillip said.

Mischa laughed. “Want. Did you hear him, Esther? Want.”

“I heard him,” Esther said. “I still say, leave him alone, forget the wife, and let’s go to New York.”

But Mischa was convinced he was right. He was convinced that Phillip only needed “settling” like a foundation. Yet when Phillip was persuaded to date the daughter of an acquaintance of Mischa’s, an Anglican girl who studied art, he drove to the Thames and jumped in. The art student telephoned from the hospital, where Phillip had been taken, and where the water was now being pumped from his lungs. “We were having such a good time,” the girl told Esther the White, “until he saw the water.”

On the other end of the wire, Esther the White smiled. She held a linen handkerchief over the receiver and turned to Mischa; and he stared back into the pale eyes he had always feared as a child, eyes he sometimes forgot belonged to his wife.

“We’ll take him to America,” she whispered, not because she thought Phillip could be cured in New York, but because she ached for America, she longed for it, and had planned, when she had first stepped outside the ice of her childhood village, to get there, no matter what it took.

Mischa nodded in agreement and defeat, and he stared at her in silence as Esther the White hung up the phone. Esther the White smiled lightly, that afternoon, when Phillip rested in a hospital bed, but her heart was pounding, her fingers twitched. “We’re almost there,” she whispered, to no one in particular. “Almost.”

But now, safe in America, resting between cool sheets, in an ebony bed, Esther the White still felt she hadn’t arrived, she was still only almost there. It was an American sky outside her window, but she could not sleep; it was New York air out there, still she dreamed of Phillip. And she seemed suddenly to have lost all of her courage; she was afraid.

She, who as a girl could have faced anything, even the wild ice that surrounded the village where she was born, was now terrified of a quiet death between soft feathered pillows. What she had set out to do long ago had been accomplished—she had left the past behind and come to New York; but there was no white-maned lion inside her now; there was only air, cold quivering air. And because the night simply would not go away, Esther the White sat at her window and wondered how, at this late date, she could change her life; how she might, finally, ride the night to sleep.


Chapter Two

THEY had locked Phillip in the smallest of the cottages. And although Esther the White dreamed each night that her son was drowning, the padlock on the pink wooden door was unnecessary; Phillip was exhausted. An oar from the rescue boat had placed a gash in his scalp; and had the family unlocked his door, the sunlight might have done Phillip some good, for his lungs were tired and blue.

Lisa brought him plum jam, tea, and kasha with noodles. Max spent an entire afternoon playing poker with his nephew, until he noticed that Phillip was busy stuffing cards up his sleeve. Mischa did not believe in pampering the ill; and both Esther the White and Esther the Black avoided the cottage—they could not bear to see Phillip this way. On the seventh day of his recovery, Rose walked down the overgrown path to Phillip’s door.

“Whatever did I do to deserve such a hot day as this one,” Rose groaned as she locked the door behind her and slipped the key into her pocket. She walked through the darkened room and began opening curtains. Phillip sat on a wooden rocker, turning pages of a National Geographic which a local physician had brought to the cottage several summers before when Phillip’s drowning had led to complications: a severe ear infection and partial deafness. Phillip smoked a cigarette and leafed through a picture essay on Montreal.

“I said,” Rose repeated, hands on her hips, “whatever did I do to deserve it?”

“Meaning the burden I am?” Phillip smiled.

“Of course not,” Rose said. “Darling,” she called him, and then she waved a hand through the unmoving air. “The heat,” she said. “Never you.”

“Article on new frontiers in the West, in this issue,” Phillip said of the National Geographic.

“Really?” Rose moved closer.

Phillip nodded. “Arizona.”

Rose refused the magazine. “I’m only interested in Nevada. You should know that by now.”

They were silent, until Phillip said, “I’m feeling quite well today.”

“Wonderful,” Rose said, but she was distracted. She kicked off her thin-strapped purple sandals. “Fine, but I’m worried about Esther.”

“Our Esther?” Phillip fanned himself with his magazine. “Don’t you think it’s a bit warmer in here now that you’ve opened the curtains and let the sun in?”

“Truth is,” Rose frowned, “I think something’s wrong with her.”

“Our Esther?” Phillip said, as he offered Rose a mint.

“Truth is,” Rose lowered her voice, “I think she’s planning to screw us all. That’s what I think.”

Phillip slowly chewed a green mint; he thought about his daughter and then reached for another mint.

“Phillip, did you hear me?”

“Dear, what would you like me to do? I’m an invalid.” He handled the folds of his blue bathrobe and smiled.

Rose sighed. “Do you have anything to drink in here?”

She herself had stocked the cottage with bottles of tequila and gin.

“Cabinet,” Phillip said.

“And naturally no ice,” Rose said. “I’ll have to settle for straight gin.” She poured some into a glass and sat down across from Phillip, in a large loveseat. She crossed her bare feet and sipped her drink. “I don’t know what will happen next. A heat wave. Trouble with Esther the Black. A hurricane.”

Phillip shrugged and continued to eat mints. Both of them knew that nothing ever happened at the Compound, except for Phillip’s own drownings. They sat together like two old friends, in silence. Rose settled back into her flowered cushion.

“Any chance of your finding a way to get to Nevada?” Phillip asked.

“Not one chance.” Rose smiled.

“Tell me,” Phillip asked. “What is it about that place that attracts you so?” A state without water, a state with no escape.

“The climate is so nice and hot in Nevada,” Rose answered.

“But, dear,” Phillip said, “you hate the heat.”

“Yes, but it’s clean there. A clean sort of heat.”

“When will you ever scrape the money together?” Phillip sighed.

Rose shrugged. “Perhaps when you die—there’s your insurance, and your parents will just have to help support me.”

“Awfully sorry,” Phillip apologized.

“But Esther the Black,” Rose said. “She could ruin everything. She could make your mother so angry that you’ll be sent upstate to a psycho ward, and I’ll be on the streets. After all these years.”

“Rose,” Phillip warned.

“Well, it’s true,” Rose said. “She’s a troublemaker. I’ve seen her leaving the house early in the morning. God knows what she’s up to. She probably has a lover in town. Or maybe one of the fishermen.” Rose snorted. “Something has to be done.”

“I’m telling you right now, Rose,” Phillip said, and Rose stared up at him as if it were a rational man who spoke. “Leave the girl alone. You have to forget about running her life. How you could have arranged a marriage for her in the first place, so many years ago, is beyond me. People just don’t do that anymore. Not even for an inheritance.”

“Oh, what do you know about what people do?” Rose pouted.

“I read a lot,” Phillip snapped, but both of them knew all he ever read were back issues of National Geographic. Phillip lashed out at Rose because he was tired; he was always tired after a drowning. Still, he cared for Rose and was sorry to disappoint her. She was the girl’s mother, and she wanted for Esther the Black what her own mother in Bridgeport had wanted for her. A husband, a lovely quiet life. And money. Enough money for all of them. Phillip lit a cigarette and then asked brightly, “What’s it like out? Low tide?”

Rose poured herself another glass of gin. Really she thought, Phillip was gracious, understanding. He would have gladly sent her off to Las Vegas. If the credit cards had been in Phillip’s name, rather than in his father’s, Rose might have been, at that very moment, drinking a cold gin and tonic beside the pool at the Dunes Hotel. He knew nothing about children, of course; he knew nothing of the fear Rose knew each time he attempted suicide and Rose had to face the possibility of expulsion from the Compound.

“Yes,” Rose answered. “It’s low tide.” She did not really know if it was or not, she hadn’t bothered to glance at the beach as she walked down the path to Phillip’s cottage, but she did not want to take the image of low tide away from her husband; those slick stones, as they appeared when the salt water first rolled away and left green algae and seaweed stranded on the beach, made Phillip smile. Rose finished her drink, she avoided the topic of Esther the Black; after all, Phillip was a sick man. So, she spoke of the boredom of spending an afternoon in St. Fredrics, she told Phillip what was served for dinner all week, she described a troupe of sixteen bluejays that had taken up residence in the mimosa trees outside Esther the White’s bedroom window. Phillip listened, and he rocked back and forth in his chair; and then he walked to the window and lifted the heavy curtain in his hand. He was so tired that he might no longer have the strength to scale the sea wall; he wondered if Cohen would still manage to follow him.

The cottage had been chosen for Phillip’s recoveries because it was the only house in the Compound without a water view. But Phillip still struggled to see the harbor, although he could see only the beginnings of the eastern section of the Compound, where there were no flowers, only weeds—honeysuckle and orange wood lilies—and where the pine grove towered above the sea wall. And there, standing in front of the grove, was Phillip’s daughter. For years Phillip had lied to himself; he told himself he had been given the name for his daughter in a dream he had the night after the girl was born. But, in fact, he knew what his mother’s reaction would be; he knew that when Esther the Black’s name was written permanently, in ink, on the birth certificate, Esther the White would shudder. He knew that even though Esther the White had given up all things of the past, even her surname, she still believed in ghosts, and he wanted, more than anything else, to haunt his mother, even after he himself was dead.

And now he watched: Esther the Black walked across the lawn; she was readying herself for a meeting with Ira Rath. She wore jeans and a red-and-black striped T-shirt, and when she finally stopped pacing on the wide green lawn, she stared in the direction of Phillip’s window. Her dark hair hid her face, and Phillip could not see her eyes, but he knew where she stared. He thought how cruel it had been for him and Rose to have both used the girl in their fights against Esther the White. And he wondered if Esther the Black was haunting not only her grandmother but Phillip as well. They watched each other for some time, they stared across the yards as Rose continued to speak of the bluejays outside Esther the White’s window, who were so tame they were not afraid to snatch crusts of white bread from the palm of the old woman’s hand.

Esther the Black stood with her hands on her hips. She could see only Phillip’s shadow, or the movement of the curtain as it swayed behind the glass. For a moment she imagined that there was nothing she could not do; if she wanted, she could speak to him, across the lawn, through the glass, the locked door, the hard wood. Even though they rarely talked, she now imagined that she could reach him. But, instead she turned, quite suddenly, as if she had heard something call from beyond the pine grove. There was no use standing and staring; she had to meet Ira Rath, she had to make her plans. So, Esther the Black turned and left Phillip alone at his window. And he was still watching as she began to walk over the pine needles, feeling them crush beneath her sandals as they sent out their fragrance into the full air.

Esther the Black walked out of Phillip’s sight; believing that her father wanted to be saved, when he only wanted not to be haunted. And she walked as quickly as she could to St. Fredrics, where she would meet Ira Rath.

When she walked into the Starfish Lounge, Ira Rath was already there, sitting at a rear table, drinking dark beer. Esther had not seen him since he had first gone off to college, and Ira had changed, he had let his hair grow wild, and his bluejeans were faded and tight; a safety pin hung from his earlobe, dangling nearly to his collar.

“Ira?” Esther the Black said, wondering if she had mistaken someone else for the accountant’s son.

Ira Rath rose. “Esther,” he said, taking her hand. “What took you? I’ve been waiting for twenty minutes, and the place you chose for our rendezvous is a dump.”

They sat together and ordered beer. Esther the Black examined him. “You look different,” she said.

“I am different. I’m totally into my music. I’m about to move into a loft apartment with my band, The Quick and the Mad. I’ve even legally changed my name, but I haven’t told my father yet; too much of a shock.”

Esther the Black narrowed her eyes; if Ira Rath had been a stranger, if she hadn’t remembered Friday-night dinners where Ira, dressed in a blue suit, had sat between Solomon Rath and Esther the White, spooning up his second helping of pudding, Esther the Black might have found him attractive. “What is your name now?” she asked.

“Pagan. Pagan Rath.” He swallowed beer. “It’s a name that’s more consistent with the style of music I play.”

Esther the Black wrinkled her brow; the family would never approve of marriage to someone with a name like Pagan. “We won’t mention your name change to my family,” she said.

“Punk,” Pagan Rath said to Esther. “That’s my sound. Punk Rock.”

“Well, never mind,” Esther said. “Music is music.”

“I’ve got a song,” Pagan Rath said. “Once my song catches on, I’ll have it made. That’s why I’m willing to consider tricking your family out of some of their money. ‘Nova Scotia Avenue’ is the name of my tune,” he smiled. “Remember that title; it’ll be at the top of the charts.”

Esther smiled tightly. She did not own a radio, and she had difficulty sympathizing with the Ira she had always known as a rock musician. He had grown up in a brownstone, he had A.T.&T. stocks in his name.

“What about your stocks?” Esther asked.

“Sold,” Pagan told her. “To buy leather outfits for The Quick and the Mad and a skunk-fur coat for myself.”

“Well, we’re both broke,” Esther the Black said. “But I have a plan that we could both profit from.”

Pagan’s eyes were closed; quite suddenly he began to pound his palms on the table top in a simulated drum roll. He sang the opening bars of “Nova Scotia Avenue”:

“There’s ice on the streetcorners / and tears on your face / but don’t worry baby / I’ll soon win that race.”

“Ira,” Esther the Black interrupted, “this is my plan. We work together. We announce that we plan to marry right away. My grandparents should be good for at least a thousand dollars for the wedding dress, the trousseau, the rabbi’s fees. Only none of their money will ever get to the bridal shop or the rabbi—we’ll split it, you and me. Eighty percent for me, twenty for you.”

“Fifty-fifty,” Pagan Rath said.

“Ira, please,” Esther sighed. “Don’t be difficult.”

“The name is Pagan,” he corrected. “And the ruse isn’t worth it for twenty percent. Maybe I can raise the cash to cut a record, but I still have to hire a promoter, an agent, a couple of roadies. And I don’t have time to fool around, Esther, because one thing I know for sure: I’m slated for immortality, and your grandparents’ cash can help me out. You’re my oldest friend, kid,” Pagan shrugged, “but when destiny calls, then it’s business. Then it’s fifty percent.”

It was nearly dinnertime, and Esther the Black and Ira Rath were expected at the main house. Esther did not have much of a choice; without Ira, she was without a plan. So she agreed to the bargain the accountant’s son offered, and she called a taxi to pick them up at the Starfish Lounge. In the taxi, Esther the Black persuaded Pagan to comb his hair and remove his safety pin and worn aviator’s jacket. These, Esther assured him, would be quite safe under the rhododendron bush near the Compound gate.

As they got out of the taxi and walked toward the gate, Pagan Rath spoke of his musician’s life; he boasted of oral sex and cocaine and put his arm around Esther. “Listen,” he said, “maybe we can get it on after dinner.”

Esther the Black frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“You know,” Pagan smiled. “Love.”

“Oh, Ira,” Esther said, as she leaned her head on the window, “this is business. Don’t be ridiculous.”

Pagan Rath threw up his hands. “All right,” he said. “But some day you’ll beg me for some loving, and you won’t be the first.”

Esther the Black paid the taxi driver, and she watched as Pagan hid his punk clothes in the bushes. Now that it was nearly time to put her plan into action, Esther was afraid. She wondered exactly where she would go once she had rescued her parents from the Compound, once she was free. And as Esther the Black walked up the path which led to her grandparents’ house, she tried to convince herself that all her fears were unfounded; she had walked up the same path thousands of times before, she had eaten at their table every night of her life, and her plan to deceive them was foolproof; before she knew it she would walk out of the Compound gate for the last time. There was really nothing to be afraid of. All the same, when they walked up the stairs to the wide wooden porch, Esther the Black swallowed hard; and she was not practicing any sort of deception when she asked Pagan if she could hold his hand.


Chapter Three

THAT evening, as Esther the White began the Friday-night meal, as she prepared the salmon with lemon juice, scallions, and parsley, she looked out the kitchen window and saw Mischa speaking with his brother, the dwarf. Mischa’s arm reached down to encircle Max’s shoulders, and the dwarf spoke with a great many furious gestures. And as Esther the White slipped the salmon into the oven, as she began the cold, uncooked lemon mousse, cutting lemons at the sink and pouring the cream into a brown wooden bowl, her face grew pale. She looked out of the window again.

Out there, where the honeysuckle was as thick as the air, Max was waving his hand, pointing to the sea wall and the large, green lawn. Esther the White held the empty cream carton in her hand: she strained to look out the window; she wished that she could read lips, but she could only stare from her window, and worry. She did not trust the dwarf; he was her enemy, who, for years, had been trying to convince Mischa to sell the Compound, the land that Esther the White had always dreamed of, even before the night she left her old village. Before, in other years, she might have been certain that Mischa would not listen to his brother, but now their finances were poor, and no one knew that better than Esther the White, who kept close tabs on the accountant, Rath. So, now Mischa might listen. Now, in the honeysuckle air, he might lean close to his brother’s mouth; and Esther the White had never trusted Max, she never regretted leaving him with the circus.

For his part, Max had not pined long for Mischa and Esther the White. In his first year with the circus he traveled to Spain, to Finland, to Denmark and Holland. He had enjoyed the circus exhibition, where he stood on a detachable wooden platform alongside the circus manager, Solo, the tattooed man, and Thea, a woman from Munich, who sang like an angel and was covered with hair like a bear.

Max asked that the greyhounds be fed larger portions of meat each week, so that they would not be quite as vicious. He had many ideas for the circus, which Solo put forth to the owner, Jules, as his own. Max began to attend the cinema in every city the circus visited, and he particularly loved the films of Fred Astaire. He elaborated on the steps he had learned from Madame Laverne in Marseilles, and taught himself to tap dance; soon he became one of the largest attractions in the circus. In under a year, Max had completely forgotten what Esther the White looked like; he hadn’t cared much for her anyway.

Quickly, Max taught himself bookkeeping, and he became invaluable to Solo, the manager, who never paid close attention to the books he was supposed to keep, as he preferred to spend his days in a cloud of opium. The crowds loved Max and his bold tap dancing to new American tunes. Thea from Munich let him snuggle close whenever the circus traveled from one city to another by train; so he was almost never lonely, and, if he ever was, Max would find his way to the sea turtle’s cage. Here he would lie in the sweet-smelling sawdust, bringing carrots and grains as gifts. He whispered and sang, and rested beneath the fin of the huge turtle he named Miriam. Protected by Miriam’s leathery green arm, beneath her gray veins, Max was comfortable, at ease. He would stroke her shell back, and speak of his sexual longings, and he would whisper about his jealousy of Solo, who worked the dwarf without praise or recognition, and who never had a kind word for anyone except for the ladies, who fell in love with him quick as a sigh.

In time, the circus owner, Jules, discovered that Solo was the cause of his financial woes. The tattooed man had been slipping a third of the circus profits into his own pocket; he needed money, gold, and jewels to buy opium and to impress the women who followed him into bed in every city he visited. Max was stunned when he heard of Solo’s treachery; the manager had been a hero of sorts, for Max’s imagination had been fired by the stories Solo told of breasts and thighs. Solo claimed to have sired two dozen children, and he was certain there were more, that he had left his mark in Germany and France.

And so, when Jules discovered Solo to be a thief, and the tattooed man disappeared in the south of Spain, with several thousand dollars of the circus money and a pair of silver salt shakers which had belonged to Jules’s mother, Max was convinced that the circus would disband, and he would be left without a career, without a home. But his despair lifted when Jules asked him to become the circus manager. The financial troubles diminished, and the troupe acquired a small, but glowing reputation. After some years, Max became a partner; Jules wondered what he had ever done without the dwarf, and he blessed the day Solo disappeared.

And so, Max had little time for tap dancing; he was concerned with business matters now. To replace his own act, he bought, from a grieving couple in Hungary, their tiny daughter, Jenna, whom Max taught to dance. Yet Max remained a man of solitude; he spent hours in Miriam’s cage; after a day at work on the financial receipts, he would hurry there to smoke cigars, and stare at the sky. He had plenty of candy—chocolate cherries and sweet molasses babies. His small suits were made of linen, silk, and fine wool. The entire troupe respected him; Jules called him sonny. Still, he was unhappy.

His real worry, at that time of his life, when he had been with the circus for nearly fifteen years, was that he had never had a woman. He missed Solo’s stories of love and of passion; he feared he would live his whole life without feeling his blood pulse. He began to walk through the circus crowds, searching for someone to fall in love with.

Jules shook his head. “That’s not the way to do it,” the circus owner told his small partner. “You’ll never find a woman that way.”

But, outside Vienna, where the circus had set up cages and tents on a large circular village green, Max saw Lisa. He fell, instantly and with no trouble at all, in love.

Lisa was years younger than Max; she was just twenty-five. Her legs were long, the legs of a dancer. When Max finally approached her, after hours of soul searching on the floor of the sea turtle’s cage, the top of his head reached Lisa’s waist. He asked if she were a dancer, and Lisa was stunned; that was exactly what she wished to be. Max pulled no punches, he wasted no time; immediately, he admitted that he believed Lisa was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. True, he was a dwarf, but he had traveled all over the continent and he had learned his smile from the tattooed man. Lisa was flattered. They dined, that night, on veal, calves’ liver and onions. Later in the week he sent her violets and opals. On the day the troupe was to leave the village, Max offered Lisa the chance to become a dancer with the circus. She accepted. Some months later, in a town in Bavaria—which particularly depressed Max, for it vaguely reminded him of his own childhood village—the two were married.

Max lost all signs of depression. He rarely visited the sea turtle’s cage, and when he did it was only to lie in the sawdust and sing Lisa’s praises. He spoke so often of how Lisa’s eyes were like two black berries that the sea turtle rolled away in boredom and disgust. Max could not have been happier. Lisa, however, was crushed when Jules decided that her dancing was inappropriate for the circus.

“She tries to dance beautifully,” Jules whispered to Max. “If they want to see beautiful, they don’t come here. That’s not what they come to the circus to see.”

To cheer Lisa, Max and Jules devised a plan for an American tour. Each night, before Max made love to Lisa, he would repeat the names of American cities which Jules had decided to include in their tour.

“Minneapolis,” he would whisper to her as he slowly kissed her knees, both thighs. “Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, Trenton, New Jersey.”

The American tour was neither a success nor a failure. One of the greyhounds froze in its cage as the troupe crossed the Atlantic; but the minute the ship docked in Boston, Jules hired a Yugoslavian shipman who was a juggler, and so all losses were covered. Lisa began to cheer up: she loved traveling on the super highways in the troupe’s yellow truck; when they reached Miami she pinched Max’s nose, kissed him, and sighed. Miami was paradise to Lisa, but the circus could not stay, they had barely scratched America’s surface. The surprising thing about the tour was its length. After several years, it seemed they hadn’t covered a third of the country. So they kept on, playing American towns and cities, finishing up the Southeast and the Midwest. At the beginning of the northeastern route, Max began to read newspapers, hoping to polish up his English so that he would no longer embarrass Lisa in restaurants. On a Thursday, in a truck traveling through New Jersey, Max was reading an issue of the New York Times which the fat lady had lent him. A small article in the real-estate section described the Compound; and there in black and white, in English, was the name the brothers had allowed Esther the White to choose for them in the stable at Marseilles.

“My brother must be a millionaire. It says he has his own housing development. He is a millionaire,” Max whispered hotly to Lisa as the circus traveled down the New Jersey Turnpike, in search of a campground.

The two began to whisper conspiratorially, although the only one who might have heard them was the Yugoslavian juggler.

“This is America?” the juggling sailor asked, in Yugoslavian, a language no one in the troupe understood.

When they pitched their tents in southern Jersey, Jules cried out, “What’s here? Swamps? Quicksand?”

Max approached his partner. “I’m getting out, my friend. I’m leaving the business.”

“Look,” Jules tried to pacify the dwarf. “We won’t be in New Jersey for more than another week. It’s not that bad; you can take it.”

“No, no. It’s not New Jersey that’s getting to me. I found out I got a brother here.” Jules shrugged. “A rich one,” Max continued. “And I’m staying in America.”

Lisa encouraged Max to quit the business. And, when she heard of the cruel way in which Esther had sold Max, she cried out that Max should get every cent, every piece of linen, silverware, and jewelry that he could from his brother. And, really, she was disappointed in circus life, and felt that she and Max could do much better, now that they had seen the wealth that flowed in America. Jules handed over half of all the partners had saved; and the two shook hands solemnly. The dwarf walked by the sea turtle’s cage one last time; there were tears in his eyes, but since his marriage their relationship had become nothing, mere memory—and the sea turtle barely blinked an old yellow eye when the taxi came to a stop in front of her cage, and collected Max and his wife.

Max was not overflowing with family feeling, of his childhood he remembered little; but his feet had begun to ache from the years of dancing, and from the constant traveling, and he knew Lisa was unhappy.

When the taxi pulled up in front of the porch of the main house, the family was drinking tea. Esther the Black was days old; her cradle rocked of its own accord, with the air. When Esther the White saw the small figure of a man in the cab, she felt faint. She walked to Mischa and placed a hand on his arm.

“Company?” Rose asked.

“No,” Esther said. “Not company.”

What seemed to Rose and Phillip to be a child of ten stood on the dirt road. Behind followed a tall, blond woman, carrying an enormous leather pocketbook. The taxi driver began to unload suitcases and trunks.

“What do you know!” Phillip said happily. “That’s not a child, he’s a dwarf.”

As Max climbed up the porch steps with great difficulty, Esther the Black began to wail in her cradle. The dwarf did not look very much different, so perhaps Mischa was only dreaming that his brother, the Baby, was walking up the stairs of his house, dressed in a three-piece sky-blue suit. For Mischa had dreamed of his brother for a quarter of a century. It had been the Baby who appeared to Mischa each night, faithfully, and advised Mischa in matters of business and matters of the heart. At times, most often at three or four in the morning, Max would appear at the foot of Mischa’s bed, covered by a small imaginary quilt, and knowingly he would call Mischa a dog, a traitor, a flea. Mischa blinked his large brown and yellow eyes; for here the brother of his dreams stood before him. He was speechless. But Esther the White was not. She was furious that Max had found them; she had helped the dwarf escape from their childhood village, she had found a career for him, and, in return, she expected him to leave her and Mischa alone, free of the past.

“Just what do you think you’re doing here?” she said to Max as he peered into Esther the Black’s cradle.

Max chuckled; he bent over the crying child and stroked her small forehead. Max then walked to Mischa, stretched out his small hand, and said: “Let’s let bygones be bygones.”

Mischa was speechless, but he nodded his agreement, and embraced the dwarf with such power that he lifted his brother into the air and spun him around.

Mischa and Max continued to embrace; Lisa dropped her heavy pocketbook on the porch with a thud; and Phillip ran off to the parlor for a bottle of sherry to celebrate his new uncle’s arrival. Only Esther the White was silent; she sat heavily in her wicker chair, and she placed a hand on Esther the Black’s cradle, and she rocked so hard that the wooden cradle nearly flew off the porch, carrying the child into the air. The dwarf’s arrival was, Esther the White then believed, a bad omen: if the past could track her down so easily, anything might happen, the earth itself might move.

And now, as she watched the brothers, as the two stood in secrecy by the sea wall, Esther knew she had been right. No good was to come from a bond between her husband and Max. Esther the White shrugged. Let those two do as they want, she thought, as long as they don’t involve me. As long as they leave me and my Compound alone. But she wondered if Max could forget that it was Esther who had sold him to the circus, and she wondered if Mischa could forget his guilt; and it seemed to her suddenly, as she poured lemons and cream and gelatin into a blender, that she was without power. Perhaps she had never really had any control over Mischa; perhaps she had always been alone.

She watched the brothers for a while longer, until she could smell the salmon burning in the oven. And then she had to hurry to remove the pan before dinner was completely ruined. She burned her hand, though only very slightly; and when she poured cold water over her pale skin, no one would have noticed how her hands shook.


Chapter Four

THAT evening, at dinner, just as Esther the White’s lemon mousse was served, Mischa announced that he had decided to sell the eastern section of the Compound. Only the dinner guest, Ira “Pagan” Rath, continued to eat his dessert; everyone else grew silent.

“Frankly, I think you should sell the whole Compound,” Max called out. “It was a lousy idea to begin with, and every one of us could use some cash.”

“Of course,” Mischa said to the family, “every idiot thinks he’s an expert.”

Lisa spooned sugar into Max’s teacup, but the dwarf pushed her arm away. “Did you just call me an idiot? Is that what I just heard?”

“My god,” Esther the White said, so softly that she could barely be heard.

But Mischa ignored his wife; it was certainly easier to argue with his brother than to explain himself to Esther the White. He had never made an important decision without her before, and he would not have now, if the accountant, Solomon Rath, hadn’t forced his hand. “Did he hear what I said, or is he deaf?” Mischa asked Lisa, as if she served as the dwarf’s interpreter.

Esther the Black, who had planned this dinner so carefully around Ira Rath and who had expected to ask for her trousseau money that very evening, now realized that they had all forgotten that her fiancé was there. Pagan, himself, seemed oblivious to any commotion—he turned and asked Cohen if he could eat the landscape artist’s dessert. Cohen’s answer was an impatient wave of his arm; he was too busy watching Esther the White to waste time talking to the accountant’s son.

In the center of the table stood a vase of white roses and tall, pale daisies. Max could not see over the vase. “Just a minute,” he called out to his brother. “If you want a discussion with me, move the flowers.” He raised his small voice. “Move the flowers.”

“Esther,” Rose said, and Esther the Black rose, lifted the flowers from the table, and placed the vase on the liquor cabinet.

“I like to see you when I talk,” Max said. The brothers stared at each other. “So,” Max said finally. “Tell me to my face that I don’t have your best interests at heart. I agree with Solomon Rath—it’s the right time to sell. In my opinion, if you let Rath sell everything now you would be smart.”

Mischa had realized too late that he had lost control of the family’s holdings. The decision to sell a large area of the Compound to Sam Gardner, the builder who had surrounded St. Fredrics with cheap housing developments, had been made by Solomon Rath. Rath had not even needed Mischa’s signature on a piece of paper. As she sat at the table, pushing the untouched lemon mousse away from her, Esther the White did not have to be told that Mischa would never had made so huge a decision without her. She reached for a glass of water, but she could not swallow; all her life she had wanted a place that belonged to her, and she was about to lose a part of it, maybe the whole thing. There was no one to blame; she did not even bother to raise her eyes to Mischa. There was no one to blame but Esther the White herself—for she had been the one to help Solomon Rath gain power of attorney.

When Max arrived at the Compound, Esther the White was afraid. She imagined that the dwarf might ask for half of all their property—she imagined that Mischa might agree to make up for the years Max had traveled with the circus. And so, Esther the White had struck a bargain with Solomon Rath.

She had gone into Solomon Rath’s office, as she always had; Mischa trusted her to take care of the family’s finances, and since the failure of the Compound, he had no real heart for business anymore. The office was air-conditioned that day; ice formed on the window, even though Madison Avenue was steaming with heat. Esther the White quickly expressed her fear that Max might try to gain control of the family fortune, and she ignored the plate of rugulach Rath’s secretary had set by her arm.

“Well,” Rath had said, “we can’t have that. No. We have to watch out for pikers and lost relatives.” He reached for a piece of cake; crumbs stuck to the corners of his lips.

“My husband’s naive,” Esther the White said. “My husband’s trusting. I know that everyone has to watch out for himself, and I want control of the property.”

Rath tapped his forehead. “Smart,” he said.

“But I don’t want Mischa to get any funny ideas,” Esther the White had said. “I wouldn’t want him to think that I don’t trust him.”

“Of course,” Rath had said. “What else is a marriage for?” He walked around his desk three times. And then he stopped, motionless on the beige Oriental rug. “Of course,” he said. “What you need is an executor. Someone who knows the score—someone who’s legally responsible for all business transactions and profits—but who knows whom to turn the profits over to—you.”

“Yes.” Esther the White smiled, and she accepted a styrofoam cup full of steamy dark tea from Rath. “Solomon Rath, you’re just that person.”

The necessary papers were drawn up that very afternoon. And when Esther the White returned to the Compound, she left the Cadillac’s back seat so quickly that Cohen did not even have time to turn his head.

“Mischa,” she said, when she walked in the front door. “Sign this.” Esther the White handed him three copies of legal forms, and then sat on the velvet couch.

Mischa pulled a silver pen from his vest pocket. “Esther,” he said, as he signed his name, “is this another of Rath’s bad investments? Is this another chemical plant?”

“No,” Esther the White had said, believing herself to be the perfect, careful wife. “It’s insurance. Insurance against thieves.”

But soon after, Esther the White discovered that Solomon Rath was not on her side; the accountant was watching out for himself.

“You have to understand,” Rath told her at their next meeting, when Esther the White complained about a bounced check, “that I have to be very careful about the money you spend. I have investments to make. You and Mischa would be better off with a monthly allowance.”

“What kind of investments?” Esther the White had asked.

“Esther,” Solomon Rath sighed. “What do you know about business? Leave it to me.”

“And what if I say no?” Esther the White asked.

Solomon Rath opened up his large palms and shrugged. “Then I’ll have to insist,” he had said.

But Esther the White had never thought Rath would sell the Compound; especially not to Gardner, a man who designed housing developments where every tree was uprooted; bulldozers would level every curve in the earth.

“Mother,” Esther the Black called out, because she had no time to lose—the Compound was crumbling and she had to make her move if she wanted the cash she would need to make her escape. “Did you know that Ira is quite interested in music?”

Pagan Rath nodded as he spooned up his lemon mousse.

Rose had a lot to lose, and maybe something to gain, and her attention was focused on the brothers. “That’s nice,” she said absently to Esther the Black.

“If we’re going to be honest with each other,” Max said now, “the truth is that morally, and legally, I’m entitled to half of what the sale of the eastern section will bring.”

“Here, you’re a guest,” Mischa said.

Max was confident, and a little arrogant; he was fat from two decades of being cared for like a guest in the Compound’s largest cottage. So he finally mentioned the past that had always angered him. “Who threw me into the jungle?” he said. “Who threw me to the beasts, even though I was defenseless? I would ask you these questions, but the fact is that I already know the answer. I know who was responsible for my misery.” He stood up on the velvet seat of his dining-room chair. “You,” he pointed dramatically to Esther the White, “you are the one.” Max sat once more, and watched Esther the White for a reaction. He lit a cigar and the smoke spiraled in a thin blue stream across the mirror on the dining-room wall.

“Max,” Mischa’s tone softened, “let bygones be bygones.”

So far, Esther the White had ignored Max’s attack; she hadn’t had much of a choice when she had led Max by the hand to the docks where the circus stood. And if it meant coming to New York, if it meant buying the Compound, and watching the green stone beach from her window, she would do it all again. She would have sold him to the circus again in a minute.

“Then listen to me,” Max said to Mischa. “Take my advice and push even farther than Solomon Rath. We’ll double our profits if we sell everything now. The houses, all the beach rights. I never got along with Esther the White, it’s true: we have a past that divides us. We could split up. Fort Lauderdale, Miami, Los Angeles. Everyone goes where he wants to go.”

“I would just like to say,” Esther the Black said, “that Ira and I are getting married.”

“First you sell the houses, beachfront, with a water view. Then you drain the harbor and sell more houses, beachfront, with a water view,” Max said dreamily.

Rose shushed her daughter. “We all know that you’ll marry Ira someday.”

“But right away,” Esther the Black insisted, as she wondered what Phillip’s reaction might be once he heard that the harbor he loved might be drained, so that new houses could border the sea wall. “Next month,” Esther the Black cried, “we’ve set a date.”

Rose brightened. “Did you hear that, Mother?” she said to Esther the White. “They’ve made it official.” She clapped her hands. “We must talk about the wedding.”

“Who gives a damn about the wedding?” Mischa said.

“But bands and halls and flowers have to be reserved,” Rose said. And as her mother spoke excitedly, Esther the Black looked around the table, and knew that she could forget her plan—the trousseau money she had dreamed of spending on plane tickets now seemed unobtainable.

“Rose,” Esther the White said, slowly, as if she spoke to a child, “this isn’t the time.”

“You’re goddamn right this isn’t the time,” Mischa shouted. “And I’m not so certain that I would allow that wedding to take place.” Esther the Black’s eyes widened; she had always believed that was the one thing her family had wanted from her—a good, safe marriage to the accountant’s son. “If you want to mention someone who throws people into the jungle, then just mention Solomon Rath.”

“Really?” Pagan Rath asked.

“If you want to know who’s bleeding me of every cent I ever had, because my wife signed everything over to him, ask your father,” Mischa said to Pagan. He then turned to Esther the White. “Rath told me about it when he brought the papers he had signed with Gardner for me to see. Esther,” he said, “how could you?”

Esther the White shrugged. “I trusted him,” she said.

“You always were so smart,” Mischa said. “I could always depend on you.”

Cohen suddenly turned to Mischa. “What about the fishermen?” he asked.

“To hell with them,” Max said.

“Let them find another beach to ruin,” Mischa agreed.

“They’re just going to disappear?” Cohen said.

“Since when are you so interested in the poachers? Since when is it your business?” Mischa scowled.

Cohen pushed his chair away from the table. “I am the guard,” he said.

“And since you never did such a good job, you should be thankful,” Mischa said.

Cohen was standing now, his hands were clenched, his knuckles were white as ice. Who did the brothers think they were, to dispossess nearly thirty people, to make Esther the White so unhappy that she stared unblinkingly at the polished table top. “You better think,” Cohen said, “exactly what is going to happen when the fishermen hear about this. I won’t be responsible.” He waved his arms in the air. “I won’t be responsible,” he promised.

Cohen turned, and as he left the room Mischa called after him. “Why should you start being responsible now? If you were any kind of a guard the fishermen would have been gone years ago.”

Cohen did not turn or answer, but he was wishing he were not so old, that he were a hero, that he could rescue the fishermen and Esther the White, and laugh at the brothers from atop the sea wall.

“That bum,” Mischa said, after Cohen had left the room. “Who does he think he is?”

Esther the Black stared into her coffee cup, as if she could find something floating above the sugar and the cream. There would be no money, there would be no escape, the eastern section would be lost, and the green stone beach that Phillip loved. She swallowed and said, “What will happen to my father? What do you think he’ll do when he finds out you’ve sold so much land, that houses will line the beach?”

“He’ll have to adjust. He’ll have to forget about the drownings,” Mischa said.

Esther the White raised her eyes. “What if he can’t forget?” she said.

Esther the Black looked across the table. Her grandmother’s eyes were watery, and she had pulled the scarf which had hung loosely about her shoulders around her head. Her pale circled eyes stared like those of a gypsy or a ghost.

“We have to think of Phillip,” Esther the White said, “of his reaction.”

Esther the Black thought that if she stared any longer across the table at the woman she had been named for, the woman whom she never expected to defend Phillip, the lump in her throat would jump like a frog onto the white linen tablecloth. And so, she nodded in agreement with her grandmother, and then she pushed her coffee cup away.

“We won’t tell him,” Rose said.

“Oh yes we will,” Esther the White said, wondering if she should have unlocked the padlock on the sea gate before the beach rights had been sold out from under them.

Pagan Rath leaned across the table and whispered to Esther the Black, “Does this mean our plans are finished?”

Esther the Black nodded. “You can thank your father,” she said. “He’s stolen everything. He doesn’t give a damn if the sale of the beach means my father might try to drown himself again. Blame your father,” she said to Pagan, as she went to call a taxi. “And if you ever need money, don’t come to me or my family. Go to your father. He’s the one who’s rich.”

Pagan stood up and smiled. “Well, thank you for dinner,” he said. But the family did not answer, they were locked in silence, as if they had been caught in a frieze. “The lemon mousse was particularly delicious,” he said.

As Esther the Black left to walk Pagan back to the Compound gate, Mischa rose and went to the liquor cabinet. “Why are you sitting here like this?” he said. “What is this, a funeral? It should be a celebration. We’ll make some money from Rath’s sale.” He brought out a decanter of apricot brandy and poured five small glasses full to the brim. “To the sale of the eastern section,” he said.

The family raised their glasses and drank a toast with Mischa. All but Esther the White, who sat huddled beneath her blue silk scarf. She did not even hear Mischa when he asked if she would rather have whisky than the sweet brandy. She did not hear because she was struggling; her feet would not remain steady, for under the soles of her shoes, Esther the White felt the Compound slipping, as if the sand moved in circles beneath the dining-room table.


Part Three

BLOODLINES


Chapter One

ESTHER the Black and Cohen had the same impulse after Mischa’s announcement; and so both eventually found themselves on the path to the fishermen’s encampment. But before he crossed the Compound, Cohen had to search his lighthouse for the stolen jade pendant and diamond earrings, which he planned to turn over to the fishermen so that they could fight against the family. He searched through dusty shelves and cluttered drawers; and it was some time before he remembered to rip out the lining of the old sheepskin coat where he had long ago hidden the jewelry, so Esther the Black reached the encampment first. It had been such a long time that Esther the Black had nearly forgotten which way the path turned; and when she appeared in the clearing she felt like a stranger—but nothing had changed, not one grain of sand.

No one seemed to notice her, no one looked up. The fishermen mended fish nets or played cards; only the youngest children, born to women Esther the Black had once played with on the stone beach, stared at her; to them she was a stranger. Esther stood in the shade, beneath a large pine tree; she had no time to lose. When the eastern section was sold, the encampment would be filled with houses and neat yards, and the fishermen would be scattered, to the welfare office, to cheap apartments over the Laundromat in St. Fredrics, the only line binding them together would be the thin blue headbands they wore across their foreheads. Esther the Black refused to be a part of a family that would do such a thing to the fishermen, that would sign the paper allowing every tree, even the one Esther stood beneath, to be leveled.

And she wondered, too, if she was really ready for Phillip’s reaction, once he discovered that the beach had been sold. Even though Esther the Black had always longed for the key to the sea wall, she did not want to step over the stones to find her father’s imprint in the sand; she did not want him to drown. And so, she searched for Terry; though he had not trusted her when they were lovers, and it was unlikely he would choose to trust her now. She knocked on the screen door of his trailer; inside the table was littered with fishing hooks. Esther the Black felt like crying; but she had no time for anything like that, and she walked right in the door when Terry’s wife answered her knock, even though she was not certain she would be able to speak at all. “Listen,” Esther the Black said, ignoring Terry as he began to introduce his wife, his words slow and purposeful, letting Esther know, from the start, that there would never be anything between them again. “There are problems,” she told him. “My family has just sold this part of the Compound.”

Terry looked at his wife, and then back at Esther. “So?” he said, opening both his palms. “What does it matter to us who owns it? Your family or someone else’s family?”

Us, thought Esther the Black; he separates himself and all the fishermen from me right away. “This is different,” she said. “This sale is to a land developer. Sam Gardner. He’ll knock everything down. You won’t be able to stay unless you stop it.”

“He’ll try,” Terry laughed, and he tugged at his blue headband, his talisman, his luck.

“He will,” Esther the Black insisted.

“Esther the Black,” Terry said, and he offered her a cup of coffee, “you’re much too anxious. Relax.”

Esther the Black waved Terry’s offers away; she turned to his wife. “Believe me,” she said, “I want what’s best for you.”

The woman smiled. “That’s hard to believe,” she said. “And it would be stupid of you, if it was true. They’re your family. You should think about them.”

Esther the Black felt guilty; she didn’t bother to protest—because it was true, she was thinking about her own family, her father, herself. But it was also true that she thought about the mimosa trees that would fall, the campground that would be leveled, the sea that would never be used for anything more than bathing. She shrugged her shoulders and reached for the trailer door.

“Have some coffee,” Terry called to her, but Esther the Black shook her head, and walked down the trailer steps; and as she left she heard his wife call her the Drowned Man’s daughter—and it was true, that was who she was. She could not save the eastern section without the fishermen’s help, but she might be able to save her father. If she could get hold of enough money to free both her parents from the Compound before the devastation began, Phillip might never know that his beach was sold, he might never care, he could walk along the strip in Las Vegas with no thoughts of water or drowning at all. Esther the Black crossed over to her side of the Compound; she quietly went up the stairs in her parents’ house. When she reached her second-floor bedroom, she went to her window and watched the movements of the night harbor, for she could not sleep that night, and each time the tide moved she imagined she could hear Phillip’s cry.

Soon after Esther the Black left the fishermen’s campground, Cohen arrived dressed in a sleeveless T-shirt and baggy gray work pants; he waved his arms like a screaming scarecrow in the center of the encampment. A few children turned to stare at him, but Cohen was a familiar figure in the campground, and the fishermen ignored him. The landscape artist had made an anguished decision; he would sell the pendant and earrings, and do whatever he could to stop the sale of the eastern section, he would do it for Esther the White. And so, when his entrance was ignored, Cohen dropped his arms and hiked up his pants. “What’s wrong with you people?” he said. “Didn’t you hear me?”

“Old man,” a boy of fifteen said to Cohen, “be quiet. There’s a Bolo game being played.” He pointed to a group of gamblers.

“Don’t call me old man,” Cohen said. “Don’t you hear me?” he called to the Bolo players. “They’ve sold the eastern section.”

Cohen stood there, amazed that there had been no reaction to his announcement; without the fishermen he was lost; the jewels would not bring enough cash to buy back the land, but it would buy guns, ammunition, and perhaps enough fear to scare Gardner away forever. Cohen was silent until an old fisherman, a Bolo expert who was now waiting his turn at the game, motioned the landscape artist to join the circle of players. “Listen to me,” said the old man, who was no longer able to fish, the outdoor work and winter salt had turned his fingers scaly and hard with arthritis. “That family can’t steal this land from us.” As the old man spoke, he didn’t move his eyes from the Bolo game; he watched only his opponent’s hands as pieces of the white skeleton came together. “This place is ours.”

“Maybe you’re too old to hear right,” Cohen said. “It’s not yours. They’ve sold it.” He clapped his hands together. “Poof. Like that. Gone.”

All the players heard Cohen, they couldn’t help but hear him; but no one answered, no one spoke.

“Feh,” Cohen muttered. “Cowards,” he said.

The old man who was waiting his turn said, “You don’t understand. When the family is dead and buried, when they’re in the earth, we’ll still be here. We’ve always been here.”

“This time it’s different,” Cohen insisted. “It’s not another family who’s buying the land. It’s a developer.”

The old man’s opponent fumbled with the bones of the gill. The fisherman smiled; but, before he took his turn at the game, he placed a stiff hand on Cohen’s bare arm. “We’re still here,” he said.

Cohen was disgusted. With the fishermen, with the family, with himself. He left the Bolo players to get a cup of coffee from a large pot simmering on a kerosene stove in the center of the campground. He wondered what he really had; everything he wanted belonged to Mischa. With only a few words and his signature, Mischa could make the eastern section disappear, he could turn Esther the White ashen at the dinner table, he could even decide to take her away. It was as Cohen was drinking hot, black coffee, as he was wrapping his despair around him like a mohair blanket, that he saw a group of young men and women gathering outside a metal trailer. Youth: he thought. He narrowed his eyes, and sucked on his upper lip.

“Hey, you,” Cohen called to a man who spoke to the gathering. “You,” Cohen repeated. “What’s your name?”

“Terry,” said the fisherman, who was now repeating what Esther the Black had told him.

“And you?” he pointed to another young man.

“Daniel,” the fisherman said. “What’s it to you?”

Cohen sat on a weather-beaten log. “I’m just interested,” Cohen said. “I’m interested in whether or not you want to stay here, by this harbor.”

“What’s your point? Get to the point,” Daniel said.

“The eastern section has been sold by the family,” Cohen said, and he wondered what sort of reaction he would get this time.

“So what?” Terry called to him. “It’s been sold before.”

Cohen shook his head; young men had no fire anymore. But a young woman, who was not much older than Esther the Black, spoke to him. “What are we supposed to do?” she asked. “We have no legal rights.”

Cohen nodded; he should have known to address himself to a woman. “All you have are moral rights,” he said.

“What good are moral rights against bulldozers?” the woman asked.

Cohen smiled. “Guns are good against bulldozers,” he said. Men and women began to leave Terry’s trailer door; they gathered around Cohen’s log. But he did not speak; he lit a cigarette and waited until there was quiet, until pulses were waiting for him to continue. Cohen shook off his blanket of helplessness; before him was the image of Esther the White’s face, the high cheekbones, the arch of her neck when she strained to see the harbor from her window. He could win her, he thought, if he presented her with the eastern section. And, if Mischa was ruined without the sale of the land, what would prevent her from leaving her husband? And she would leave with Cohen, only with Cohen.

“All you have to do is leave it to me,” Cohen said. “I can supply you with the money for guns.”

“Why should you listen to him?” Terry called from his trailer. “Someone can get murdered, and it will probably be one of us who is that someone.”

“Who said murder?” Cohen answered. “Aggravation, trouble. Resistance doesn’t mean murder. Bullet holes in the tires of the bulldozers, that’s resistance.”

“All right,” the young woman near Cohen said. “I’m ready.”

Cohen imagined himself parking the Caddy at the door of the gun shop on Route 16. He would leave the engine running, the young woman would be at the wheel, and he would wear suspenders and glasses, no one would suspect him of being a revolutionary; he would look like an old man. And outside, the woman would be waiting in the car, the engine would be running, gas would rise in the dark air.

Cohen threw his cigarette on the ground and stamped it out with his work boot. Idiot, he thought to himself. Don’t even imagine that, he thought. That’s how they all get caught even before the revolution gets going, they’re caught stealing a sock or a shoe, cans of soup in the market, or guns and bullets. He was an old man, too old to run around with stolen ammunition. He would pawn Esther the White’s jewelry, and buy the guns outright. Not romantic, Cohen thought, but effective.

“Tell me,” a young man asked. “How do you come by enough money for guns?”

“Don’t you worry,” Cohen said, as he rose. “How I get the money is my business, and then I leave the rest to you.”

Cohen walked away, down one of the paths which led from the eastern section to his lighthouse. After he left, the young men and women of the camp continued arguing and dreaming of their revolution under the mimosa trees, under the stars. Cohen himself was dreaming of a woman’s face. In the lighthouse, he balanced the sheepskin coat on his knees and slit the lining with a carving knife. The jade pendant which Esther the White had stolen years before fell with a thud onto the hard wooden floor. Even in the gray twilight and dust, the red gold shone like a woman’s heart.

Esther the Black, up in her dark bedroom, had no way of knowing what Cohen planned to do; she could not see how he reached down and picked up the pendant, how he stroked the cold jade and gold until the stone was warm. Cohen stared at the carved image in the stone until he had erased all of the jeweler’s original lines, until the image was his own. And then, as if imagining alone could exhaust, Cohen placed his head on the table and fell asleep, his fingers holding tightly to the pendant, his head resting in dust.

By morning, Esther the Black was nearly frantic; she hadn’t slept, she had no plans, nowhere to turn, and no friend, save Ira Rath. So she hunched over the telephone in her grandparents’ hallway, and she dialed Solomon Rath’s number—he was a traitor to her family, but Esther the Black swallowed her pride, and when the accountant answered her call she asked for his son.

Solomon Rath sighed heavily. “Don’t mention that stinker’s name to me. In fact I don’t know what his name is anymore. He tells me he changed it. I think he calls himself Savage.”

“All right,” Esther the Black agreed. “But just let me talk to him.”

“Why should I?” the accountant said. “Wasn’t it you who convinced him that I ruined your family’s fortune? Even though the truth is your family could have ruined themselves quick enough without me—your grandfather should go down on his knees to thank me for finding a buyer for that piece of sand he calls the eastern section. If I take my cut—why shouldn’t I? I’m a professional.”

“Please,” Esther the Black said. “Ira has always been my friend—I would like to talk to him.”

“Well, that’s impossible,” Solomon Rath said. “Because he’s not here. He moved into a tenement on Tenth Avenue this morning, and I hope he stays there. I thought you were a sensible girl, Esther. I thought at least you would realize that whatever money I take from the sale of the eastern section would have gone right back to you if you had married my son. But, no. You couldn’t see that far. I’m not one to accuse—but now you have forced a young boy to leave his beautiful home for the streets.”

“The streets?” Esther asked. “But he has an apartment.”

“A slum.”

Esther the Black pleaded, and finally Solomon Rath told her where his son now lived—she jotted down the address and thanked the accountant.

“He says music is his life,” Rath said. “He says I would never understand. But tell him, tell him, Esther, that he would never understand me either.”

Esther the Black hung up the phone, understanding only that Solomon Rath had disrupted every member of her family—and that by selling the land he might be driving her father to another suicide attempt while the beach was still empty enough for him to race over the stones. So, she forgot Rath’s plea to his son, and she grabbed the extra set of car keys from the table drawer in the entrance hall of her grandparents’ house. She had no time to lose—she ran—and she felt that she was still racing when she started the Caddy and drove through the Compound gates.

Esther’s foot was heavy on the accelerator as she drove down Route 16; the tires bounced off curbs as she turned corners. She parked the Caddy at the docks, near the entrance to the ferry. Esther’s fingers clutched the steering wheel; and when she finally turned off the engine, she was tired, suddenly tired from racing through the Compound, through town, racing toward a man who might not be able to help her, who might not want to. But she got out anyway; she didn’t bother to stop at Woolworth’s and report her absence—there was no longer the time to earn money slowly. She had to move quickly—even if she moved toward Ira Rath to beg for money, to beg for a plan. So, Esther the Black left her grandfather’s Cadillac in the ferry parking lot; the keys were still in the ignition when she bought a one-way ticket to Manhattan.

When Esther the Black stepped onto the ferry, she was not certain if she would ever be able to return—she was not certain that she could bear to walk beneath her grandmother’s cold gaze one more time, or that she would be able to stand by when they finally told Phillip that he would have to remain locked in his cottage all season long. And when the whistle blew, when the ferry’s ropes were loosened, and then dropped from the dock’s railings, Esther the Black set off for New York City, and territory as foreign as she could find.


Chapter Two

SOON after the St. Fredrics police discovered the abandoned Cadillac, they began to peer into parked cars on deserted roads and lanes; they questioned transient sailors drifting through town. After they had dragged the harbor and still had not found Esther the Black, Mischa decided that it was time for Phillip to be let out of his cottage. It was time for him to face reality—Phillip’s daughter was missing, and his wife was frantic, for Rose had convinced herself that if Esther the Black had not been murdered or kidnapped, then she was surely fighting for her life and breath on some empty beach.

But Phillip only shrugged when Mischa unlocked his cottage and informed him of Esther’s disappearance.

“She’s quite sensible,” Phillip said. “I would never consider her a missing person.”

Then Phillip turned away from his father, and went off toward the harbor; he pulled a painted lawn chair close to the sea wall, so that his sneakers rested on the uneven blocks of sand stone, and he breathed in the sea air. He drowsed in the sun. Mosquitoes drifted about his hair in a slow circle. And as Phillip began to fall asleep, as the tide came in, covering the driftwood and the green stones, Esther the White decided that she wanted to do more than dream about her son: she would talk to him. Ignoring the pain in her side, she walked across the wide, green lawn, afraid that now she had lost her granddaughter the same way she had lost Phillip. Without ever having had her—with no shared memories and without a trace.

When Esther the White reached Phillip’s chair, she tapped his shoulder.

“Wake up,” she said to him, because his yellow eyes were vacant and wide, and Esther the White could tell he had been dreaming. Perhaps of the past.

Phillip looked up and shaded his eyes. “How about a match?” he said, and he took a filtered cigarette from his shirt pocket.

Esther the White held a lit match for her son. Across the lawn the sun moved lower in the sky; it was August, and Drowning Season was nearly over; the days grew shorter. Esther the White’s own eyes began to close; she had taken her new prescription for Demerol, and the drug followed her like shadows; she nearly forgot that she had come to the sea wall to tell Phillip that the beach he loved would soon be crowded with houses, and that the water which called to him would be as calm as a bathtub, each wave carrying a swimmer or a body surfer.

“Are you here for a reason?” Phillip asked his mother, surprised that she would come and see him, even though it was his first afternoon out.

Above them the gulls circled high, scavengers cloaked and hidden in white feathers. “Yes,” Esther the White said, wondering just how long the guilt for Phillip’s childhood would sit like a stone inside of her, in her stomach, in her throat, in the blood which moved through her. “Yes,” Esther said. “I’ve come to tell you that I’m dying.”

Her own words surprised her, and Esther the White closed her mouth tightly. Phillip was looking at her, quite clearly, with his deep yellow eyes, and Esther could no longer remember if Solo had really had eyes like that or not. After all these years, she could not remember. “Well.” Phillip smiled. “Isn’t everybody?”

Esther lit herself a cigarette. “I’m dying faster than others. I have cancer. No one knows.” She had expected to speak of Esther the Black’s disappearance, she had expected to tell Phillip about the sale of the eastern section. She had never intended to speak out her own fear. She wondered if she was searching for sympathy, an end to her guilt, a final release; but it was too late to wonder why, she had already spoken, and Phillip gazed at the sea wall and nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“Are you?” Esther the White asked. “Are you really?” What if, Esther the White now thought, I had pretended to love him? What if the nursemaid hadn’t held his head under water for so long? Would he have hated me anyway? The pain in her side was moving like cold fire, the Demerol made her vision blurry, as if, when she stared at Phillip, he was only an old photograph. Now that the girl was gone, it finally seemed time to ask the question Esther the White had always kept quiet. “Why did you call her Esther?”

“It’s a perfectly lovely name,” Phillip said, putting out his cigarette and signaling that he wanted another one lit. Like an inmate or an arsonist, Phillip was not allowed to carry matches. Although anyone could have told Mischa that Phillip was not at all interested in fire; that was not his element.

“A million other names are lovely,” Esther the White pressed him.

“That’s true,” Phillip said. “Cathleen is quite nice. Also Sally. And Marion and Jane.”

“You called her by my name,” Esther the White said. “Mine.”

“I wanted to, that’s all,” Phillip whined.

“Oh, stop it,” Esther the White said. She wanted to know, she needed to know, and she might not have another chance to ask. “Stop being such a child.”

Phillip looked at her shrewdly. “Then stop treating me like one. You never liked children, dear. So, give it up. And you can start by giving me my own matches.”

Esther the White stared at the harbor; in the glare of the sunlight the water was nearly invisible. She wished she could have loved him. And she shivered, even though the sun was strong. Her eyes were cloudy, her eyes were damp; she was very close to tears, too close.

“Give it up, old girl,” Phillip said softly, the softest words he had ever said to her.

Esther the White quickly wiped her eyes with her silk scarf; she handed Phillip a pack of matches.

“‘Success without college,’” Phillip read from the cover. He laughed, lit his cigarette, and tucked the matchbook into his shirt pocket. “Maybe that was the core of my problem,” he said, in the hope of changing the conversation to a lighter tone. “I didn’t get this matchbook’s advice when I most needed it in life.”

Esther the White stared at her son. “That still doesn’t tell me why you gave her my name,” she said.

Phillip puffed on his cigarette; smoke rings hid his face, his wild, yellow eyes. “I named my child Esther,” he finally said, when the gulls were reaching into the water and crying out to each other above the shoreline, “because I knew you would hate that. You would hate her. And I wanted to steal from you, to turn you into a ghost.”

Esther the White nodded; her silk scarf blew like a veil in the wind. Her eyes burned, but she still stared at her son, shielding her vision with her hand, watching as Phillip seemed to grow older by the second, right before her eyes.

“And, anyway,” Phillip said now, “Esther the Black is also my ghost. It’s interesting how that happened, but it’s true. We have the same ghost.” He smiled.

“The girl is missing,” Esther the White said. “You call her your ghost, but you don’t seem haunted. You don’t seem concerned. You just sit here by your wall, and stare out at your harbor. Not very concerned.” Esther the White shook her head.

“I don’t consider her missing, just because she is not in the Compound. But I do consider her unwanted. Unloved. There are things worse than missing, you know,” Phillip said. “There are things which force a ghost to haunt you forever.”

Esther the White did not hear Phillip’s words. She was remembering the day she stood outside her parents’ small house; it was years before the strand of beads had broken onto the floor, years before Esther noticed that her eyes were a clear, hard blue. It was soon after her tenth birthday, and an early spring had suddenly come. Some of the snow had already begun to melt; up above, in the mountains, the wolves howled at dawn, as if howling alone could bring back the snow that kept tracks secret and covered.

That day, Esther the White had been sent to the river for water. The ice closest to the shore had melted, and Esther carried a large bucket hooked over her shoulders with a thick, brown rope. She wore a woolly dress which scratched her knees, and blue ribbons tied around her braids. But the day was too warm for carrying buckets, so Esther the White walked past the riverbank; she trudged through the dark muddy earth, up toward the hills which led to the mountains. She was not yet afraid of wolves, or of being alone; and because winter had suddenly, magically disappeared, Esther the White walked farther away from the village than she ever had before.

When she reached the first hilltop, Esther the White thought she heard voices, but there was no one around. Perhaps it was only an echo from the mountain above, the one they called the Wild Dog, because the crevices looked like fangs, and the snow on the peak looked like the foam around the mouth of a mad dog. Still, Esther the White heard voices, and when she walked a little farther she saw a sixteen-year-old girl from the village. Esther breathed easier; there were no Cossacks or robbers or gypsies, only Rifka, who wore a long fur cape, even though the day was warm and the birds had already begun to return from the south. Rifka turned around before Esther the White had time to smile or call out.

“What are you doing here?” Rifka said. Her deep red hair hung to her waist; her face was white and drawn. Esther knew that she had spent the winter inside her parents’ house complaining of aches and refusing to meet with her cousin, Lazar, who came every evening to see her. “What are you doing here?” Rifka said again. Her voice was as soft as a snake’s, and she waved a heavy cotton scarf in the air. “There are wolves here,” she said.

“There are not,” Esther the White argued. “The only wolves are up there.” She pointed to the Wild Dog. It was when Esther lifed her arm to point to the mountaintop that she noticed the blood on Rifka’s scarf. But she didn’t say anything, not one word. She looked down at the mud puddles around her boots.

“Yes,” Rifka insisted. “There are too wolves here. They come at night, like ghosts, when everyone is in bed.”

Esther the White felt her skin crawl. There was a bundle on the earth, resting near the hem of Rifka’s cape.

“You’d better go right away,” Rifka suggested.

“What’s that?” Esther the White said, pointing to the bundle.

“What?” Rifka said.

“That.” Esther pointed to what looked like a heap of rags; but something was moving on the damp, still-cold earth.

Rifka moved away. Esther the White could see a tiny child; an infant’s arms and legs waved, an infant’s voice cried when Rifka moved away. But the cry was weak and no one else could have heard it, except maybe the wolves.

“Whose is that?” Esther the White asked.

Rifka was standing near her now; her hair was so long that, when she turned to look back, the tips of her hair touched Esther’s face and streaked across her skin like feathery blood.

“Nobody’s,” Rifka said, though they could both hear the baby cry. “It’s nobody’s, and don’t you dare tell anybody what you saw, Esther the White,” Rifka said. “Do you understand?”

Esther the White could not stop staring.

“Do you understand?” Rifka pulled a braid of Esther the White’s hair, and then she went back and tucked the bundle beneath a low bush. Rifka smoothed her hair, and she pinched her pale cheeks to bring the color back. She took Esther the White’s hand and led her away.

“Do you think anyone will find it?” Esther the White asked.

Rifka pinched her skin harder. They walked down to the river together; Rifka waited as Esther the White filled up her bucket. When they entered the village, each one would return to her own mother. Rifka’s mother would shake her head when Rifka told her she was sick again; and when the girl went up to the sleeping loft where she would face the wall with empty eyes and pale cheeks, her mother would shake her head again, and wonder if such a sickly girl would ever find a husband. Esther the White’s mother would scold her for taking so long with the water; she might even smack Esther’s face with the back of her hand. The two girls thought about their mothers as they walked down the dirt road which wound through the village; their feet slipped in the mud, and the water that Esther carried sloshed over the bucket and onto her shoulders.

“Rifka,” Esther the White said, and she thought about the blood she had seen on Rifka’s scarf, “did it hurt? Was it terrible?”

Rifka held a finger to her lips. They had neared Esther’s house; her mother stood on the porch, waiting and tapping her foot. “Yes,” Rifka whispered. “Terrible.”

Esther the White watched after Rifka; but Rifka walked straight ahead. She didn’t look back toward the hills, not once. And that night, sleeping in a bed between her brothers, Esther the White heard the wolves howling up above. The moon was very bright, and Esther could think of nothing but the baby sleeping under a small leafless bush. For several nights afterward, Esther dreamed of babies, of children lost in the woods. She wondered if Rifka also had these dreams. When Esther’s family visited one night in Rifka’s parents’ house, Rifka’s eyes were bright, and she did not even look in Esther’s direction; her cheeks were pink as rose petals.

Esther the White tried hard to believe that someone would find the infant—a childless woman from the village, a gypsy, or a nobleman. But the wolves still howled at night, and the weather changed again, so that the false spring disappeared, and the puddles of earth and water turned to ice once more. It was then that Esther the White decided that she herself would go back to the hill and find the child. Her own mother could raise it; the child would be a brother or a sister to Esther; perhaps, when she herself married, she would take the child with her to her own house. Or, perhaps Rifka would decide she had made a terrible mistake, and thank Esther with kisses and tears when the baby was returned.

And so, one morning, Esther the White returned to the hillside where she had first seen Rifka. It was not winter or spring, but some gray time in between. The hillside was quiet, and the peak of the Wild Dog was covered in clouds, so that it looked as if there were no mountain towering darkly over the village and the river and hills. Esther could not find the child. She looked for quite a long time, wondering if an infant wrapped in rags might have rolled downhill, or if it had somehow managed to crawl away. But there was no sign that the child had ever been there; even the rags were gone. There were no footprints in the ice which had formed on the hillside—not the mark of a woman, nor the pawprint of a wolf. And Esther the White sat down on the cold, hard earth and wondered if somewhere the child was crying; and she shivered as if it were she who had been left alone in the woods, unprotected and waiting for any approaching step.

By the time she herself was pregnant, Esther the White had long forgotten that lost child of Rifka’s. But now this talk of ghosts had suddenly made her remember, and she felt the loss more strongly than ever. She looked at her son as if he had been the child bundled in rags and left on the ice. On this August afternoon, all Esther the White saw was a stranger, a man who looked old, whose beard was gray, not at all her child, the thin, pale boy with the water-soaked hair.

“I should have loved you,” Esther the White said.

“It’s too late for that now,” Phillip said. “Why don’t you try loving your granddaughter? I want her to have something; I want my daughter to be different, to be loved. You know, Mother,” he lowered his voice, “I really am your child. I can’t love.”

Esther the White looked down, at the earth; he was right, he was her son, whether Mischa was his father or not, he was hers, and she had never been able to see it before. She felt that she owed him something, if only because he was hers. “I came here to tell you that your father and Max have decided to sell the eastern section of the Compound. Max is trying to convince your father to sell everything. I am trying to convince him not to.”

Phillip stared at her quietly; he looked sane—an old, sane stranger. “Have they done that?” he said. “Really?”

“I had no way to stop them.”

“Of course not,” Phillip said. “Well, that’s the end of my harbor. Not even a place to haunt.”

“You’re not surprised?” Esther asked; she had been truly frightened of his reaction, she had imagined that he would jump from his chair to climb the sea wall one last time.

“I’ve given that up, too,” Phillip said. “Surprise, hate, all of it.”

His hands were so frail that Esther wondered how they helped him climb the sea wall; she wondered if they were strong enough to make another attempt that season.

“I want to do something,” Esther the White said. “I want to be something to her. But it’s too late for that.”

“Never,” Phillip said. “No such thing as too late.”

“I can’t do anything.” Esther the White dropped her closed hands on her lap. “I’m dying,” she said.

“Yes, you’re dying,” Phillip said. “But you’re not dead.”

Esther the White closed her eyes. “I’ll try,” she said.

“Do,” Phillip said, leaning back in his lawn chair with a satisfied smile. “I’m feeling much more relaxed now.” And it was true, his eyes were heavy with Valium and sun. “Do something, and then we might all be able to give up our ghosts,” he said now, but he didn’t look at Esther the White, and she was uncertain that he had even spoken the words. “Look,” he said, as his analyst, Dr. Otto, drove through the Compound gate in his MG. “The man’s pathetic,” Phillip confided to Esther. “But I enjoy confusing him. Just when he thinks he has me pegged—when he figures my case is closed, I invent new symptoms. The sessions amuse me.”

Phillip nodded as the psychiatrist walked across the green toward them.

Dr. Otto reached down and shook Esther the White’s hand.

“Doctor,” Phillip said, “have you met the woman who pretends to be my mother?”

The psychiatrist shook Esther’s hand with the grip of a coconspirator, but Esther the White was not on his side; she never had been. “I’ll go now,” she told Phillip.

“Must you?” Dr. Otto said, as he removed his driving gloves. “I thought that as long as you’re right here, we might try some confrontation therapy. That might just lead us to the core of your son’s problems.”

“Alleged son,” Phillip said.

“Actually,” Esther the White said, as she rose from the lawn as gracefully as she could, though the pain in her stomach was shifting like a wave and she really did not want to leave Phillip’s side, “the core of my own problem is the need for a nap.”

As Esther the White walked across the lawn, she heard Phillip’s laughter and the light, sweet sound settled inside her as it echoed above the Compound. Alleged son, alleged bastard, alleged lunatic; Phillip’s laughter was growing inside of her, fluttering like a bird.

ESTHER the White had no real money of her own—Solomon Rath was in control of that—but she did have the jade pendant hidden somewhere in the pine grove, and that could bring several thousand dollars. She would give the jade pendant to Esther the Black, as soon as the girl returned to the Compound. Then Esther the Black would have options in her life, and more: she would trust Esther the White, she would love her, remember her.

She wished she had had something to give before, when Phillip was young; but it was not too late. First, she must find Cohen and get a shovel or a spade. They would dig up the entire pine grove if they had to. But, when she reached the porch of the main house, Esther the White had to stop. Her head was light, her stomach was filled with icy air, and the pain was heavier than the earth she would have to dig.

Esther the White walked into the dark hallway of her house; when she reached the stairs, she held onto the banister and counted backward from one hundred, a method she had been using since the pain began. But today she could no longer count backward, she could not remember what number followed eighty-six, she could not even feel the wooden banister beneath her hand.

Esther the White did not carry a shovel to the pine grove that day; she did not call Cohen. Instead, she walked up the stairs and into her room; she locked the door behind her and crushed Demerol into a glass of warm fruit juice she had left on her bureau. As the pain was dulled, as the Demerol moved through her bloodstream, Esther the White silently thanked Phillip for allowing her another chance, for convincing her she still had something to give. True, the girl had disappeared, but Esther the White had nothing to worry about; Esther the Black would return; she had to. That was all there was to it. All through the night Esther the White slept dreamlessly, although, when she awoke, she could have sworn she had been dreaming of something sweet.


Chapter Three

IN the morning, Cohen’s plans were disrupted. He had hoped to catch the ferry to Manhattan, where he would sell the jade pendant, and perhaps the small earrings as well, and buy shotguns; instead, he found a note from Esther the White asking him to meet her at the shed. Esther the White was waiting for him under a pine tree, her sunglasses were tilted far back on her white hair, and she held a shovel in her hand.

“As usual,” she said, “whatever goes on between us is private.”

Cohen swallowed; the jade pendant, hidden in his work boot, began to burn through the bone of his shin. “It’s too hot a day to be working outside, let’s go in and have a glass of lemonade. Tea is good on a day like this—it warms up your intestines, so they don’t know whether they’re coming or going.”

Esther the White shook her head. “My granddaughter’s missing, did you know that?” she asked.

Cohen waved his hand in the air. “Don’t worry,” he said. “She’s probably with her Ira Rath. Although, maybe you should worry; I’m not too crazy about him.”

Esther the White now thought of her decision, such a long time ago, to bury the past in the earth, to forget her own childhood and let the Compound honeysuckle—its odor so strong it had hung over the ice as Esther the White’s fingers cracked with the cold as she buried the jewels—take over everything, even her memory. And now, as she stood with Cohen by her side, the odor of that same flower filled her, as if memory and pain could both be erased with a flower, with a scent.

Cohen wanted more than anything to get Esther the White away from the pine grove; he needed time—time to get to the city, pawn the jade stone, and rescue the eastern section. He took the shovel from Esther’s hand and held her shoulder lightly. “Pretty soon your husband may decide to sell the rest of the Compound. I’m old, I won’t have a job anymore, I’ll have to sit around and watch flowers grow like a bluejay. So, let’s take a rest. Why should we hurry around on such a hot day?” He sat on a large stone and rested the shovel on the ground.

“Listen to me,” Esther the White said, and she seemed to tower above him, her shadow covered him. “I want to give my granddaughter something. That time I buried a stone, a jewel in the pine grove. It’s worth quite a lot. Esther the Black can go to Europe, she can go to college, she can do whatever she wants to do.”

Cohen closed his eyes. Why now? he thought. After all these years, why does she need to look for it now? “A jewel?” he said.

“That’s right,” Esther nodded.

“Worth quite a lot?” he repeated. And when Esther nodded, he said, “Why wouldn’t you use it yourself?” He cleared his throat, swallowing was like chewing dust. “You could sell the jewel and leave the Compound.”

“Leave?” Esther the White said. “I’m too old for that.” She narrowed her eyes. “Why would I ever want to leave here? I spent my whole life trying to get here.”

“I was afraid you would leave,” Cohen said softly. “I was always afraid.”

“Cohen,” Esther the White said. “I have to admit that I don’t remember where I buried it.”

She was not about to leave him; still, he had promised the fishermen guns, and he would have to let her know the truth—that he had stolen from her, that he had kept the jewels captive all this time.

“Cohen,” she was saying. “Do you remember?”

Cohen shrugged his shoulders. “I have to think,” he said.

Esther the White sat next to Cohen and sighed. “I’m tired,” she said.

“It’s the heat,” Cohen told her. He wondered what was happening; why Esther the White had suddenly decided to look for the jewels; why they should be sitting together on a large gray rock on an August afternoon. But, the woman who sat next to him lighting a cigarette and coughing gently had white hair, and he himself was nearly bald; there was no time to figure out what to do next. He merely spoke. “Listen,” he said. “I don’t have much time. The Compound is dropping to its knees—soon your husband will need a landscape artist like he needs a hole in the head. I’m an old man,” Cohen said, and then he corrected himself. “I’m almost an old man.” He fumbled for words, he did not look her in the eyes. “Listen,” Cohen said quickly, “maybe you should marry me.”

Esther the White had been thinking of Esther the Black’s look of surprise when she received the jade pendant; when Cohen spoke, Esther the White gripped one hand with the other; the pale blue veins in her wrist turned violet. She spoke like a dreamer. “But, I’m already married,” she said.

Cohen lit a cigarette, he waved the smoke in the air. “All right,” he said. “We could just live together. Nowadays that’s done all the time. And frankly, I don’t need the government to have a record of my life. But think about it, because I certainly think we should be together.”

“Why?” Esther the White said.

“Why?” Cohen repeated. “Because we should do it. We should have done it a long time ago.”

Cohen’s words echoed in his head; it was as if someone else had spoken them, someone else had screamed them in the vacuum of the pine grove. Both Esther and Cohen were silent, embarrassed; some lunatic, some crazy man had just ripped their mutual silence with his teeth, and Esther and Cohen were now politely ignoring the wounds.

Esther the White could not help but wonder what might have happened if Cohen had spoken these same words years before, when they were still young, when she first began to know that Cohen stayed at the Compound because of her.

“I don’t know,” Esther the White said softly.

Cohen was ready to take any word from Esther the White as encouragement. “You’re not a snob,” he said. “I don’t think it means a thing to you that your husband pays my salary. It’s true,” Cohen shrugged, “he hasn’t paid me in months.”

Esther nodded; Cohen was a gentleman, who else would have stayed on at the Compound? The pain began again in her left side, and she pushed hard against her ribs. “I don’t know,” she said absently. “I’m married.”

Esther the White knew that she would have never said yes to him years ago. She would have had to give everything away to love him. Still, she remembered how he had looked that night as he knelt on the ice, as he watched her in the grove of black pine. “It’s too late,” she said. “Too late.”

“Who says?” Cohen demanded.

“Let’s go,” Esther the White said, smoothing back her pale hair, and reaching for the shovel. “Let me get at least one thing settled.”

“Esther,” Cohen called. “What would you have said if I had asked before? When we were younger?”

Esther the White smiled and leaned on the shovel. “I might have considered,” she lied.

The morning grew later; as Cohen watched Esther the White shovel out earth the heat began to rise until it was obvious that this would be a record-breaking day, and even Esther the White, who was always chilled by the pain that ran through her, removed her sweater and fanned herself with a pale limp hand.

Cohen reached into his boot and walked across the pine grove. His heart was beating, his legs felt stiff. “Esther,” he said. Esther the White stopped digging and stood by his side. “I promised the fishermen I would help them fight Gardner and his bulldozers,” he said.

“Cohen,” Esther the White said, “you didn’t.”

“I did,” Cohen said. “Of course I did. Are the fishermen supposed to drop dead, should they take a midnight train to Miami Beach on your husband’s say-so?”

“Please don’t say ‘your husband,’” Esther the White said; the phrase grated on her nerves.

“Of course,” Cohen said, “the fishermen can raise plenty of trouble without my help. I’d like to see the day anyone takes this harbor away from the fishermen.”

Esther the White turned from Cohen to stare at the holes she had dug. “I really can’t remember,” she said to herself.

“You’re pretty good with a shovel,” Cohen said.

“Do I have a choice?” Esther the White felt tired and hot, and she wished that a rain would fall, or that a tidal wave would wash away the pine grove, and she would simply have to lean down and pluck out the treasure from the earth. She felt certain that it was only the heat which forced Cohen to speak of love. Heat did strange things, Esther the White thought. It might have mixed up Cohen’s memory; he was not so young anymore.

And when she turned, from staring at the pine grove, when she was about to ask Cohen one more time if he remembered where he had seen her so long ago, Cohen dropped the jade pendant into Esther the White’s hand.

“Just remember,” Cohen said to her. “You don’t owe me anything. When you decide to marry me, which would be a very good idea, just remember not to do it because you owe me anything.”

Esther the White sat down; she had to, she did not think her legs would hold her. She sat in the grove, in the earth, as if she were a child. She did not ask Cohen how he came to have the pendant, she did not thank him; but she began to think his offer stemmed from more than mere memory.

“Cohen,” she said, and the landscape artist had to kneel in the earth to hear her voice, “was there a pair of diamond earrings, too?”

Esther the White now wondered if she would even recognize the one gift Solo had given her. She wondered if the small stones were pear-shaped or oval; if they had ever existed at all.

Cohen pulled his beret out of his pants pocket and placed the hat on his head to protect against the sun. But his head was dizzy, light as air. He had always imagined that the diamonds had been a gift from Mischa; or perhaps a lover, perhaps someone Esther the White had once adored. “Do you want there to have been earrings?” he said.

Esther the White answered quickly. “No,” she said, not wanting to remember Solo, or the gift he had given her.

“No,” said Cohen. “No earrings.”

The landscape artist helped Esther to her feet, and as he walked with her across the lawn, she listened to his problems with the fishermen, and she nodded when he explained that he now had to go across to the eastern section. She stayed at the sea wall to watch as he crossed through the pine grove, but Esther the White did not see Cohen toss the diamond earrings over the sea wall, she did not see that they fell among a thousand green stones. And while Esther watched Cohen, as she held the jade pendant in her fingers, she made another decision: she would accept Cohen’s offer. She had decided to love him.

Cohen did not know what to expect from the young fishermen when he told them of his decision. He found the group on the beach, drying woven nets on the rocks, discussing the low quality of the mussels in the harbor that season. The heat wave grew stronger; and the women wore halter tops and shorts, their long hair was tied up with the blue headbands in long dark manes.

Cohen sat on a large algae-coated rock that was still cool and wet with the tide.

“So,” a young woman who was retying torn strands in a large fishing net said, “here is our hero.”

Cohen shrugged. “Not such a hero.”

“Please,” the young fisherman, Daniel, who had come to sit with Cohen, said. “Why such modesty, Cohen?” He placed his bare feet on the dark, wet rock and opened a paper bag; he had been to the McDonald’s on Route 16, and had brought back lunch for nearly everyone on the beach. Daniel ate a hamburger. “If I knew you would be here,” he apologized, “I would have picked up something for you.” He offered Cohen french fries. “This meal is a celebration, because construction is scheduled to begin tomorrow.”

“I can’t eat those kinds of hamburgers,” Cohen said. “Stomach.”

Daniel nodded and chewed. Some of the young men and women came to sit with Cohen; the older fishermen avoided him, and called him troublemaker to themselves. Cohen took off his sleeveless undershirt and mopped his face. He chewed a pale french fry, but it stuck to his throat like paper. He suffered from heat, and sadness, and joy. He wished the fishermen’s eyes did not look up at him, expecting his words to drip deliciously about their ears. But he had asked for it, no one had begged him to help.

When he told them there were no guns, could he also explain that he wasn’t a traitor, that he did not love the Compound and the eastern section any less? Could he tell them that, for him, Esther the White was the Compound; when he saw her he saw the pine grove in winter, coated in ice, he saw the harbor sand move in the lines of her face, each pale vein contained the scales of harbor fish, and the gardenias he had fed nails to for years were carried in her plain blue scarf.

The young fishermen grew restless. “When do we get the guns? When do we figure out our plans?” one of them asked.

Cohen stared at the clear outline of Connecticut across the Sound. “There aren’t any guns,” he told them.

“You’re kidding?” Daniel said.

“No kidding,” Cohen told him. “It didn’t work out.”

Under a birchwood tree, three old fishermen played Bolo in the shade; when voices on the beach were raised, the old-timers left their fishbones game to see what trouble was stirring.

“You’re a traitor,” Esther the Black’s friend Terry said.

“Are you working against us now?” a woman stopped cleaning mussels to ask. “Are you on the side of the family? How much did they pay you?”

Cohen lowered his eyes; no one could have paid him with more than Esther the White’s clear gaze, with the touch of her fingers when he slipped the pendant into her palm.

The oldest fisherman, the Bolo expert who had ignored Cohen in the clearing when he had first made his announcement, pushed his way through the young men and women. He stared at Cohen through sun-small dark eyes. “Don’t yell at him,” the old man said. “Don’t make so much noise. You’re like seagulls. Screaming and screaming.”

“I promised them guns,” Cohen explained to the old man.

“I know,” the fisherman said.

“And he didn’t get them,” a boy of seventeen said accusingly.

“Good,” said the old fisherman. “We don’t need them.” He smiled at Cohen. “But it was a very nice idea. Very romantic. Never would have worked, but romantic.”

“What do we do?” Daniel called out. “Just walk away?”

“Yes.” The old fisherman squinted in the sun.

“These old men,” Daniel said to his friends, “they’re as good as dead.”

Cohen laughed, because minutes before he had been imagining making love to Esther the White. The old fisherman looked over at him. “Dead?” he said. “Too much the opposite. More alive than you would like to think, boy.” He tapped his forehead. “And smart.”

“So smart that we just walk away and leave everything behind?” someone called.

“That’s right,” the old fisherman said. “But I didn’t say where we walk to, did I?”

These words silenced the group, which had turned from Cohen. Even the landscape artist was curious. Even he could see a better plan than his gun-running in the old man’s smile.

“So?” Cohen asked. “What is your plan?”

The fisherman tapped his head again. In his hand he held a dried fishbone from the Bolo game, and it left traces of sand on his cheek.

“Sorry,” he said. “You’ve got divided loyalties. Let me make it easier for you by saying this plan is only for us.”

For a while Cohen sat alone on the wet stone and bathed his feet in the tide, but he felt deserted. So he pulled on his damp undershirt and walked across the beach. He climbed over the sea wall and turned; the fishermen were like shadows under the birchwood tree; they had already forgotten him. Cohen walked across the lawn, thinking that the old fisherman was right—it was better not to know. Some things. Some things it was better to know. Like what was going to happen with his life, with Esther the White. Anything could happen, Cohen thought, as he crossed the wide lawn. Nothing could happen.

At his window, where he had pulled up a soft chair so that he could view the Compound more comfortably, Phillip could see Cohen’s shoulders stoop, he could see the rings of sweat on the landscape artist’s undershirt. And he could also see his mother sitting on the porch in the fading light. Esther the White sat before a wicker table. “Cohen,” she called, and she signaled to him, “I made tea.”

“Tea?” Cohen said. He scratched his head and strained to see what expression might be on her face, but her eyes were as pale and as clear as ever.

Phillip moved closer to his window, he pressed his nose against the glass. Across the room Rose watched the TV, but the only thing Phillip wanted to see was the Compound, the way the shadows fell against the trees.

“That’s right,” Esther the White said, as she poured another cup of tea into a china blue cup. “Peppermint,” she said.

Across the Compound, Phillip unearthed his binoculars. He became glued to the window. He could see the movement of Cohen’s throat as he gulped hot tea in the last of the sunlight; he could see the seagulls perched in the birch trees and on telephone wires. Phillip smiled when he saw Cohen reach over and touch Esther the White’s hand; if his mother was feeling something—now a drowning might mean something to her, a drowning might leave its mark. It was perfect timing, really; but Esther the White’s reaction was not the most important thing—it was merely an interesting coincidence. So, Phillip turned his binoculars away from Cohen and Esther the White; he let them have their tea alone, without any outside observer, and he turned his attention to the Compound gates.

He had begun to hear the rumbling as soon as Esther the White informed him of the sale of the eastern section of the Compound. Across the lawn, past the mimosa and the pines, just outside of the iron gate, the bulldozers now began to arrive. Phillip checked his watch. He had calculated that the bulldozers would appear in the evening, near dinnertime, gathering like deer at a cool, dark pool. Not bad, Phillip smiled; his timing had been nearly exact. He stared through his binoculars, far past Esther the White, who now poured honey into the peppermint tea with her fragile, tentative hands. Phillip moved his binoculars closer to the window; he had the senses of a fish—he had heard the bulldozers when they were still invisible to the naked eye, still silent to any other ear. And he sat so silently, so calmly, that he could have surprised any fly that rested on his hot, damp skin with one flick of his tongue.


Chapter Four

ESTHER the Black was not trained for the unusual. No one had told her that the sun does not always rise over the harbor, and that all fathers do not try to kill themselves once a year, regularly as clockwork. She could never have imagined that her grandmother spent hours sitting in front of a smoky Italian mirror, practicing a speech she hoped to deliver to Esther the Black when she presented the girl with the jade pendant. Esther the Black would never have guessed that Cohen had decided to lay the fishermen’s friendship on the line for the woman he loved—or if, in some romantic hour, Esther the Black could have imagined that much, she would never have guessed that the woman was her own grandmother, Esther the White.

And when she first arrived in Manhattan and walked down Tenth Avenue, she would never have guessed that Ira Rath would fall in love with her. When she went to the apartment where Ira now lived with The Quick and the Mad, Esther the Black had a purpose. She had come to ask for a loan—she was certain the accountant, Solomon Rath, would give in to any whim of Ira’s—and if he were asked, the elder Rath could come up with enough cash to settle Phillip and Rose far away from the Compound, before Phillip’s drowning impulse was pushed to the limit by the construction that would level the eastern section. So, Esther the Black had knocked on Ira Rath’s new front door; she had run a hand through her hair, using her fingers as a comb. She waited in the dark hallway. The lock clicked three times; Ira opened the door.

He stared at her, surprised. “You smell like fish,” he said.

“The ferry,” Esther the Black explained. “Can I come in?”

“Of course.” He motioned her into the apartment. “Please,” he said. Esther the Black looked past him, at the huge, old apartment littered with the back-up band, The Quick and the Mad; she hesitated. “Esther,” he assured her, “you have picked the perfect night for a visit. Tonight I am famous. I can have the world,” he said confidently. “And it never would have happened, if not for you.”

“Ira,” Esther the Black said, once she was inside, “I came here to ask for help.” She spoke loudly, so that she could be heard over the voices of The Quick and the Mad, who were seated on the floor with a bottle of tequila and a sliced grapefruit.

He raised a finger to his lips. “Ssh,” he said. “They call me Pagan here. Not even my bass player knows my real name.”

Pagan sat on a red leather drum seat. “Esther,” he said. “I don’t think you understand that I have a hit on my hands. The night I left your family’s dinner, I thought about what my father had done—and I realized that if he could steal from your family—I could steal from him. Why should I struggle like every other starving musician, when all I had to do was ask the old man for the cash? He fought me, sure, but I laid it on the line. I told him, ‘Pop, you either cough up two grand, or I’ll peddle my ass if I have to.’ Peddle my ass, that’s what I said. He came up with the cash, and we recorded ‘Nova Scotia Avenue.’ We’ve got a distributor, and Sam Goody’s has already ordered the record. WNEW’s been playing the demo. At least twice a day. And I’ve got no guilt, Esther, thanks to you. None. I walked right out of the old man’s apartment yesterday, and when he said, ‘How can you leave me after all I’ve done for you, after I gave you the money to cut your goddamn record,’ I turned, and do you know what I said to him?”

Esther the Black swallowed hard. “No,” she said.

“I said, ‘If I thank anyone it’ll be Esther the Black. It was her money and not yours that paid for “Nova Scotia Avenue.”’ I can have the world, Esther,” Pagan said. “I’m famous.” He sighed.

“Great,” Esther the Black said. “Wonderful. But, Ira, the truth is, I need some money too. I’ve got to get my father away from the Compound before he knows it was sold. Just a couple of hundred,” she said. “Just a loan.”

Trucks en route to New Jersey shook the street as Esther the Black waited for an answer. Finally, Pagan Rath shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but you’ve got to understand, the record business is expensive. I’ve got my agent’s fees, a road manager, new outfits for The Quick and the Mad, and my advance for the album we’re cutting hasn’t come through yet. There’s no money, Esther. I thought you understood that. Nothing left now—but soon I’ll be rich—soon I can lend you whatever you need. Forget about lending—I’ll give it to you.”

Esther the Black lit a cigarette and closed her eyes. What was she doing in an apartment with someone who could have the world, when her own world seemed to be growing smaller by the minute. Esther leaned close to the dingy wall, and she wished that there was some way for her to crawl inside the plaster.

“You’re sending out very negative vibes, Esther. Money isn’t everything, you know.” Pagan Rath swung his suede boots away from the drum set and stood by her. “They’re playing my song on WNEW. On the fucking radio.”

Esther the Black apologized for her reaction; she wished she could congratulate him on his good luck, but she couldn’t, her heart wasn’t in it. She ran her fingers up and down the yellow wall; all her plans had turned to dust. She had been fighting the Compound and her grandmother for a lifetime, and now there was no more time, now the eastern section had been sold, and Phillip’s reaction might be anything, anything at all.

“I have everything I always wanted,” Ira Rath was saying. “Everyone calls me Pagan now. It’s like I’m a different person.”

One of The Quick and the Mad now suggested that the band celebrate its success at a party going on in Newark. “Let’s go, Pagan,” the drummer called. “New Jersey is waiting for us.”

But Pagan Rath shook his head and turned to Esther. “Stay,” he said.

“Me?” Esther the Black said.

“I’m not going to that party in Newark,” Pagan Rath said. “I’d rather stay here, with you.”

The Quick and the Mad picked up their tequila, their guitars, and their girlfriends; they scuttled out of the apartment, leaving tracks of cigarette ash and success in crazy circles. Esther the Black felt she didn’t have a friend in the world; she couldn’t face the ferry ride back to St. Fredrics with no success of her own, and no new plans. She decided to stay. She took off her clothes, and agreed to make love with Pagan Rath on a mattress without sheets.

“Sorry,” he apologized, “but I’ve just moved into this apartment, and I haven’t had time to go to the Laundromat. This has been a hectic week.”

But Esther the Black didn’t mind; she sighed, because when Pagan Rath touched her breasts she was able to forget the color of the harbor sand in late morning. And because when he moved inside of her, Esther the Black could no longer hear the owls in the pine grove calling. “Thank you,” she said to him when they had finished; but when she reached for her clothes, which lay on the floor near the mattress, Pagan Rath stopped her hand. “You don’t have to go,” he said. “Don’t leave tonight.”

Pagan Rath’s eyes were tired and red; Esther could see her own reflection in their centers.

“Are you ever afraid of the dark?” Esther the Black asked, thinking of her grandmother’s bedroom light, which was always burning, in the latest night, in the earliest morning.

“I’m afraid of ‘Nova Scotia Avenue,’” Pagan Rath said.

She told him she would stay, but only till morning. But in the morning, Pagan begged her to accompany him to the recording studio, where The Quick and the Mad were taping their album, Dog in Pain.

Esther the Black soon realized that Ira could not get through the recording session without a bottle of Jack Daniels, or without holding her hand.

And later, during lunch at a deli on Seventh Avenue, Pagan asked if she thought she could love him.

“I don’t think so,” Esther answered.

“I think it might work,” Pagan said as he ordered a corned beef sandwich. “I think it could work. You changed my life; you opened my eyes; you taught me that if you want something bad enough you’ll take it—even if it comes from your father. You’re good for me; I just know it.”

“Ira,” Esther the Black said, “I can’t talk myself into loving you.”

Pagan Rath held her hand tightly. “Love can happen if you want it to—if you really try.” He stopped and pulled out a notebook from the pocket of his leather jacket. “That’s a great lyric,” he said. “You see, you inspire me. Come on the road with me. My manager’s set up four concert dates in California. You’re the only one who really knows me. You’re the only one who calls me Ira.”

“I don’t know,” Esther the Black said, although the truth was she would have liked to say yes—she liked the way his tongue moved up and down on her skin, she liked the way he needed her.

“Think about it,” Pagan said, and he hummed the first bar of the title song from Dog in Pain.

But Esther did not love Pagan, and she could not desert the Compound. When they walked back down Seventh Avenue, she could not forget the mimosa trees, or her father’s eyes, or the cool stone beach at low tide. She stayed with Pagan for the rest of that day, but she had decided to go home.

IN the morning when the sun had not yet risen, and Pagan was still asleep, Esther the Black dressed and walked quickly through the living room, where the lead guitarist had fallen asleep on the couch with a tequila bottle still in his hand. She sat in the kitchen and began to write Ira a note; Esther was trying to explain why they weren’t meant for each other when the telephone rang.

The evening before, the family had discovered that Esther the Black was not the only missing person in the Compound. Phillip was not at home with Rose, he was not in his recovery cottage, he was not sitting on the lawn or on the stone beach. Cohen had searched for him all night; and, in the morning, when Sam Gardner’s bulldozers, which had been parked outside the gate on Route 16 all night, first entered the gate, Cohen suggested to Esther the White that Esther the Black be found. Cohen had believed, from the start, that Esther the Black would be found with Ira Rath—she did not have many friends to choose from. He called Solomon Rath and jotted down Ira’s new phone number.

“Esther?” Cohen said, when Esther the Black picked up the receiver. “Esther?” Cohen repeated, though he had not yet heard her voice. Outside, on Tenth Avenue, no buses ran. The city was dark, black as night; but across the river, a pale light glowed above New Jersey.

“What happened?” Esther the Black asked. She knew something was wrong; it was too early, too dark.

“I’m pretty smart,” Cohen said. “I figured out where you were.” His voice was low; he sounded like an old man.

“Something’s happened,” Esther said.

“Your father,” Cohen said. “Phillip is missing.”

Esther the Black ran down the three flights of stairs; she hailed a cab on Twentieth Street; her knuckles were white as the driver sped through the empty morning streets to the pier where the St. Fredrics ferry docked. After she had bought her ticket, Esther waited on the pier for the ferry to board. As the sky turned from gray to summer blue, she tried to distract herself, she tried to think of Ira Rath, but she felt no love, she felt only guilt, for having left him asleep in the dark apartment, dreaming of “Nova Scotia Avenue.” She wondered if he seemed to need her so much only because she still called him Ira; but even that was past: he had now become Pagan to her too.

By the time the ferry had boarded and had begun straining its engines, by the time it pulled slowly away from the pier, Esther the Black could no longer avoid it—she looked across the moving water and thought of Phillip. And she found herself wishing, over and over again, that it was not too late; although she knew that for some things, it was always too late. She knew that even if she had been at the Compound the evening before, she could never have stopped Phillip. She might not even have wanted to.

It was a well-known fact that Phillip’s drowning attempts happened only once a year, but this year was not like all other years, this year the earth trembled and the pine trees waited to be cut down, one by one. No one could have known that Phillip really would walk down to the sea wall so late in the season, or that he would have the strength to climb it. But his bare feet had held to the sandstone like barnacles. When he reached the beach, Phillip’s breathing was heavy; he slipped on the slick green stones and cut the soles of his feet. He would have liked to stop, to wait for a while, not because of the blood which oozed from his feet, but because he would want to look closely at the harbor. But there simply wasn’t time. There hadn’t been since he had first heard the rumbling.

And so, he walked along the rocks; the sun was strong, his head was light, and behind him he left a thin trail of blood over the algae. It was low tide; the smell of sea lavender and seaweed circled the beach like a fist. Phillip’s feet sank into the wet sand; around his toes were the strands of seaweed and the battered shells dropped by high-flying gulls. The centers of his eyes were like fine dark pins, seeing only the horizon, the center where blue meets with blue, where everything joins. Now he knew that everything else had been practice, everything else had been for this one evening in the last week of August.

Before, a part of him had been playing—he had not swum far enough, or not quickly enough, in a river or sea that was slow-moving or warm. Before there had been plenty of time. And he had had a daughter to worry about. But now, Phillip felt that Esther the White would take care of the girl; and now the bulldozers were waiting to push their way through the eastern section of the Compound to the harbor. There was no time.

Phillip stood waist high in water. His pale beige slacks turned to fins, the hair on his legs and genitals was washed away with the cold August tide. And in front of him was the blue where it met with itself, and behind him was the family which still believed that he was just trying to kill himself. Phillip smiled at that thought, as horseshoe crabs moved around him, guarding him like underwater tanks. He breathed as deeply as he could, waves wet his T-shirt until the material stuck to him like a film.

The blue light from the horizon stayed with him, protectively, as Phillip dove deeper; and soon he did not have to dive—he was carried with the tide, around and down. He was carried like a dancer, down like a dancer, with his clear eyes closed. The harbor did not give him up until late the next afternoon, when the current had taken him miles down the beach, and the leg of Phillip’s slacks had caught on a wooden piling of the St. Fredrics docks.

Ferries to Manhattan and Connecticut rushed past him, seagulls rested on his knees. Finally he was found by two dock workers who had their lunch each afternoon on the same dock stairs. On the day when Esther the Black arrived back at the Compound the two dock workers shared sandwiches, beer, peaches, and pie; and as they chewed and threw crumbs and pieces of crust into the water, they did not know quite what it was that rolled beneath the dock with calm movements, as elegantly as some huge fish. By the time they realized that it was a man, Phillip’s hair was moving in slow curls, and his face was as clear and smooth as a stone.


Part Four

GATHERING THE NETS


Chapter One

THEY buried him quickly. They had to; Mischa was afraid that the rabbi he had finally persuaded to officiate at Phillip’s funeral would discover the possibility of suicide. The spot they chose was as close to the sea wall as the sand would allow; they could hear the bulldozers droning like flies. No one wore black. Mischa leaned on a fine wooden cane, Rose wore a pastel cotton dress, Esther the White’s bowed head was draped with pale blue silk, Esther the Black wore sunglasses and her denim cap. From afar, the family appeared to be setting out for a picnic, but two gravediggers leaned on their shovels, and they cursed at the heat and at the fine, sandy earth, which kept refilling the hole they dug.

No one cried; except for Rose, who had been drinking heavily all morning, and who worried about her financial situation as she waved aside the drooping veil of pink chiffon which fell from the brim of her straw hat. Esther the Black did not cry because she could not believe that her father was inside the coffin, which was placed on two wooden boards above the open grave; she imagined that they had found the wrong man. Phillip could not be inside that box; he was somewhere adrift in the waters of the harbor. And if he was in there, Esther the Black thought, then all she had to do was to find a knife and slit the black ribbon which was wrapped like a seal across the coffin’s center; then she would see him one more time, she would watch as Phillip sprang forth, surviving yet another drowning.

Esther the White was the only member of the family who had not been at all surprised by Phillip’s second drowning in this season; she believed that it was truly her son inside the coffin. Although she had always been sure she would survive him, although she had imagined Phillip’s funeral dozens of times, she had not thought that she would be so cold as she stood by the open grave, or so angry that the workmen continued to curse the heat as they dropped the coffin into the earth; she had certainly not thought that she would be so tired that she would be forced to lean on Cohen’s arm.

“Esther,” Cohen whispered to her as the rabbi began to chant, “how are you doing?”

“Not very well,” Esther the White said.

“Are you sick?” Cohen asked.

Esther the White shook her head. “Tired.”

Esther the Black could no longer look at the rabbi or the coffin; she stared across the Compound lawn. She wondered if Phillip’s death had been her fault; if she had been there the drowning might not have happened. She might have raced across the green stones and thrown her arms around him; he was so light that she could have picked him up and carried him over the sea wall. But Cohen had been there; and the truth was, he was a much better guard than Esther the Black could ever have been. And really, Esther the Black had always known that there was one thing Phillip wanted to do: he wanted to float away, to move with the waves in the middle of the night, through the eelgrass, and the sand, as quietly as any fish, and much, much lighter than air. Esther the Black took off her dark sunglasses, she thought of Phillip moving freely in the waves, she remembered how clear his eyes were; then she saw something begin to cross the Compound lawn. She was the first to see them; slowly, the fishermen were moving across the lawn like a tidal wave. Some were on foot, some drove their old station wagons and vans right over the leveled earth that had once been the pine grove. Esther the Black caught Cohen’s eye, she nodded toward the eastern section. The line of fishermen grew nearer; the children and women covered their heads with scarves in the bright sunlight, the men wore caps, their steps shook the earth.

“What is this?” Mischa said, as the fishermen circled the gravesite.

The rabbi looked up and removed his glasses. “Should I continue?” he asked Mischa.

“What is this?” Mischa pointed a finger at several of the old men who drew near him.

The fishermen were silent; their heads were bowed.

“Should I stop the service?” the rabbi asked.

Mischa pounded his cane on the ground. “Out,” he said to the crowd. “Get out of here.”

“We’re here to pay respects to the Drowned Man,” the oldest Bolo player said.

“What do you know about respect?” Max said. “You have the nerve to bother my poor brother when his son is under the dirt? I don’t believe it.”

“Believe it,” a young fisherman called out.

“Please,” the rabbi said.

“Continue,” Esther the White told him.

“How can we continue with these thieves breathing all over me?” Mischa said.

Esther the White had never seen the fishermen at such close range. She knew that Cohen was their friend, she had imagined Cohen sitting in their campground, she had imagined the way the light flashed from their blue headbands as they bent over the fire to lift up the iron coffeepot. When the old Bolo player walked up to Esther the White and stretched out his hand, Esther the White noticed that his hand was like a claw.

“My sympathies,” the old fisherman said.

Esther the White took his hand and nodded. She saw no reason why these men, who worked the harbor that her son had loved, should not be there. “Continue,” she called loudly to the rabbi.

The rabbi chanted quickly; the odors of gasoline and fish and salt rose in the air. The gravediggers picked up their shovels, they stood at attention; the rabbi cast down the first handful of earth.

“I don’t want them to bury him,” Esther the White told Cohen. “Those men,” she pointed to the gravediggers. “I don’t want them to bury him.”

Cohen left her side. As he walked over and took a shovel from one gravedigger’s hand, Esther the White relaxed. It was right that Cohen should bury him; caring for Phillip had been his job. The earth fell loudly on the wood; gulls circled. No one left the site until the job was done, until Cohen had returned the shovel to the gravedigger, and the rabbi had left.

Rose leaned against the sea wall and wept; the heat and the gin she had drunk earlier flowed through her; she wiped her eyes with her fist and straightened the veil of her straw hat. She was the beneficiary of Phillip’s life-insurance policy—but the policy wasn’t worth much. Solomon Rath had gotten it from a small company in New Jersey as a favor to the family—so that Mischa could show his son that his suicide attempts were laughable: not even an insurance company would believe them. Rose’s pink veil was glued to her face with tears; a widow, standing alone at the sea wall, with nothing to count on but the good graces of her family. And they would be good to her now. Rose smiled. She was a widow, and widows did not sit poolside at the Dunes Hotel, dragging their black veils through chlorine; widows were respected and taken care of by the surviving members of the family.

“Esther,” Rose called to her mother-in-law when Esther the White turned from the grave. Rose walked away from the sea wall, glad that they were about to leave the gravesite and get out of the white-hot sun, “Esther, let me help you.”

Esther the White stopped; she watched as Rose reached for her arm. “Do I need help?” she said.

“You’ve had a shock,” Rose said, brushing the pink veil from her shoulder.

“What shock?” Esther the White said. “Where have you been that Phillip’s drowning is a surprise?”

Rose held Esther the White’s arm; she began to lead her to the main house. “Let’s get away from the scene of the accident,” she whispered, like a widow, like a nun.

The family began to walk toward the main house; the fishermen followed. Mischa bent down and said to his brother, “Wait a minute.” He turned to the crowd of silent poachers and cried, “Go away. Go.” He waved his hand in the air as if he spoke to bluejays or crows. The family continued on. “You got to treat them like that,” Mischa confided to Max.

“But they’re still following,” Max said.

Mischa faced the fishermen. “What are you following for?” he shouted to the crowd.

Esther the White turned. “Don’t yell,” she said. “It’s bad for you.”

Cohen walked with the old Bolo expert. “What’s going on?” he said.

The old man shrugged.

“Are you going to hold the family for ransom?” The crowd was crossing the lawn; soon they would be at the porch steps. “You don’t even have guns—you’re going to hold a bunch of people for ransom on such a hot day without guns? Never work.”

“No ransom,” the old man said. “No guns. We’re just not leaving.”

Cohen had not mowed the lawn for a week; pretty soon there would be dandelions if he didn’t watch out.

“So what’s your plan?” Cohen whispered.

“No plan,” the fisherman answered. “Just not leaving.”

Cohen patted the Bolo expert on the back. “Nice try,” he said. He jogged ahead to catch up with Mischa and Max. “Listen to this,” he called out. Mischa waved him away. “Listen, they say they’re not leaving.”

“Hah,” said Mischa.

Cohen shrugged. The family had reached the main house, but the crowd of fishermen and women was still gathered. And when Cohen had stared at them for some time, he realized that the old fisherman hadn’t been fooling. The poachers were staying. “They’re not kidding,” he said to no one, to himself. And then he waved his arms in the air. “You’re crazy,” he yelled. “Good luck,” he told them.

“Cohen,” Mischa screamed from the porch stairs. “Cohen, you traitor, shut up and get over here.”

“Don’t yell,” Esther the White told her husband, but she, too, had stopped on the porch to watch the crowd.

The young fisherman, Daniel, raised both his arms in the air; and on that signal, the fishermen began to run. They raced over the Compound lawn, running down the paths, kicking up sand with their feet.

“Call the police,” Max said.

“They’ll live to regret this,” Mischa said. “If the police won’t kick them out, I will.”

“Why should you care?” Esther the White said. The Compound lawn was moving, alive with bodies, alive with cries. “This place legally belongs to Solomon Rath now. It’s his headache. So, what does it matter?”

“It’s the moral point, Esther.”

Esther the White sighed. Inside her pocket, her fingers stroked the jade pendant she had been waiting to give to her granddaughter; she wished everyone else would go inside and leave them alone. “It doesn’t matter if they stay,” she said to Mischa.

“It doesn’t matter?” Mischa repeated. “Look at them.” He pointed his finger. The fishermen were opening the doors of all the houses—the cottage where Phillip had been locked for twenty years of Drowning Seasons, the house which Rose and Phillip shared with Esther the Black in every other season, Max’s cottage, the lighthouse, the houses which had never been lived in at all. There was a low, constant murmuring as every house, each room, was examined. Every house except for the main house where Esther the White and Mischa lived. Not one fisherman walked up the steps to that house. When a boy of fourteen was about to open the kitchen window of the main house and climb right through, leaving his footprints on the window-sill, an older man, the boy’s father or uncle, grabbed him by his arm and led him away. Esther the Black sat in the wicker rocker and lit a cigarette; she watched as a light was turned on in her own bedroom. The fishermen had climbed the stairs, their children had run their palms over the walls, and now they were opening all the windows; curtains in her bedroom window moved in the night. Esther the Black watched her room, as if it belonged to someone else, and then she turned to the landscape artist, who was hanging on to the porch banister.

“Cohen,” she asked. “Do you think they’ll stay?”

Children were running across the Compound lawn; station wagons were parked on the paths which would soon be bordered by September roses. Mischa’s face was white with anger; Max was purple with fear. Later in the evening, a few guests would sit shiva for Phillip: the accountant, Rath, who Esther the White found she could be polite to, because it no longer mattered who held the title to the Compound, would cry for his own son, who had deserted him for rock and roll; the builder, Sam Gardner, would drink sweet sherry and pinch the lint from his maroon jacket; Phillip’s analyst, Dr. Otto, would already be packing for his winter in Manhattan, and would find the time only to send a telegram.

“Will they really stay?” Esther the Black asked again, just as Max sneaked into the hallway, to call the moving company he had contacted weeks before, when Sam Gardner’s signature was still wet on the eastern section’s bill of sale. He wanted to get his furniture out before the fishermen wrecked the velvet and the wood; he and Lisa had planned to flee to Miami, and he did not intend to let Phillip’s death, or the fishermen’s arrival, change his plans.

Cohen lit a match, and then killed the flame between his calloused fingers. He wondered if Esther the White would forget him now—if Mischa would take her away from the fishermen, whisk her off to Manhattan or the south of France. “They’ll stay,” Cohen nodded. He patted Esther the Black’s head lightly. “Why shouldn’t they stay? Nobody lives in those houses.”

Esther the Black was still on the porch, long after everyone had gone inside. She could hear them pulling up hard-backed chairs in the parlor, she could hear Mischa telephoning the police, she could hear him shouting indignantly about squatters’ rights. But after a while, all she could hear were the fishermen. When the Compound grew dark, the windows in every house were lit by electricity or by candles; Esther the Black stared at the darkness and the light, and let Phillip’s face move through her memory. Her father would no longer be a captive, shut away from the water, locked in a cottage too dark and too small for any man. He was close enough to the harbor now; he could probably feel the earth move when the tides changed.

Esther the Black had not spoken more than a few sentences to anyone in the family since her return from Manhattan; the only one she might have wanted to talk to then was Phillip, but it was too late—all she could do was stare out toward the harbor and imagine his face. So Esther the Black stayed on, in the dark, listening to the fishermen’s songs. Their voices were carried high above the Compound; they floated as far as the sea wall, as far as Phillip’s grave. Esther the Black listened carefully to the new sound of the Compound; she listened until that sound was too sweet for any outsider to hear, and then, slowly, she walked inside the only house that remained.


Chapter Two

THE next morning the Compound had grown into a small village; all during the night the fishermen had moved their belongings into the houses; some had set up trailers and tents. They nodded to Esther the Black when she walked by, but that was all. Esther the Black felt her aloneness grow tighter, it grew closer to her heart as she watched the fishermen claim the Compound; early in the day, she walked to town to try to get her old job back.

But after she arrived in the store manager’s office, the manager simply looked up and down. “No dice,” he told her. “You’ve proved that you’re just not a responsible girl.” Esther the Black then began the long walk home, through the midday heat; she had no job, and nowhere to go, she could only follow the road which led straight to the Compound gate. There, on her front porch, Esther the White had been waiting since dawn.

Again and again, Esther the White drew out the jade pendant and ran her fingers over the cool face of the carved woman; as she waited for her granddaughter, she wished that Cohen was with her—for courage. Only for courage. Cohen could act as a mediator; if he were to present Esther the Black with the jade pendant, the girl would be less likely to throw the gift in the dirt—or worse, to walk right past Esther the White’s outstretched hand. As that day in the last week of August grew later, as the heat rose, Esther the White realized that she did not want Cohen there just for courage. Mischa had come outside, to drink his coffee in the sunlight and glare at the fishermen, whom the sheriff refused to evict. But when Esther the White finally saw Cohen walk across the lawn toward the main house, she knew whom she wanted with her.

Cohen greeted each fisherman as he passed by them; he tipped his beret as if it were a derby. When he reached the largest cottage, he stopped. Suitcases were piled up on the porch, some of Esther the Black’s collection of sea skeletons which lined the railings of all the porches had been knocked down, and now lay scattered in the sand. Lisa ran in and out her front door carrying large cardboard boxes, while a group of Bolo players seated at a table near the upstairs window of the cottage looked down on her. Cohen waved up to the Bolo players and turned to Lisa.

“Mrs.,” he said, “what is this? An evacuation?”

Lisa placed her hands on her hips. “You’re just standing there? Help me.”

Cohen groaned. “Mrs.,” he said, “you picked a heat wave to rearrange your furniture. Wait till tomorrow.”

Lisa pursed her lips. “Some of us are not so lazy. Some of us can’t wait till tomorrow.”

Cohen shrugged; Esther the White was waiting for him, he had no time for boxes and furniture.

“Cohen.”

“I’m a landscape artist,” Cohen explained, “not a mover.”

Max came out onto the porch wearing a red and yellow Hawaiian shirt. “Let’s go,” he said to Cohen. “The moving van will be here before noon. I want all the furniture out on the lawn.”

Cohen smiled. “Tell me the truth,” he said. “Are you a little upset about your new tenants?” He pointed to the fishermen watching them from the upstairs window.

Max folded his hands in front of his chest. He wanted to leave the Compound quietly, with half the profits from the land sale in his checking account, and without disturbing Mischa. He had decided not to tell Mischa of the move, until all the furniture was safely packed away, and there was less chance for an argument between the two brothers. “Cohen,” he said, “you are an employee, and we are in the process of moving to Miami. Now, I’ll tell you again—all of the furniture goes out onto the lawn.”

Cohen smiled broadly. “Back,” he said.

“What?” Max growled.

“Bad back,” Cohen explained.

“Lucky for you,” Max seethed, “that we’re leaving this place. Otherwise, I’d fire you.”

Cohen shrugged his shoulders, but he felt cheery as he walked across the lawn. “Good morning,” he said to Esther the White. “I just said goodbye,” he told Mischa. “Sorry I couldn’t help them move the furniture, but when you have a bad back, it’s no use trying to lift anything.”

“Help who move?” Mischa said. He was dressed in a white linen shirt; he unbuttoned the top button.

“Your brother,” Cohen said innocently.

“My brother?” Mischa said.

“Off to Miami,” Cohen said. “I wish them well.”

Esther the White smiled. “Oh, wonderful,” she said. “At last they’re leaving.”

“That flea,” Mischa cried. “He sneaks off the minute I give him a cent, the minute there’s some trouble with the poachers.”

Mischa left Esther the White and Cohen; he raced across the lawn and stood outside Max’s cottage, where he yelled loudly through the open door.

“I thought he knew,” Cohen said. “I didn’t want to shock him.”

“He would have found out sooner or later,” Esther the White said.

Cohen sat on the porch steps; Esther the White smiled briefly and looked away. “Esther,” Cohen said. But she didn’t answer; she wished that she had told Phillip her plans for Esther the Black. “Esther,” Cohen said, “have you made a decision?”

Esther the White had hidden the pendant when Mischa came out onto the porch, now she reached for it, and she held the stone in the sunlight. She felt as young as a girl, much younger than when she had first picked up the pendant from between the floorboards.

“Esther, we don’t have forever,” Cohen sighed.

When Esther the Black had returned from town she avoided the family; she had been sitting on a lawn chair down by the sea wall, but the heat had risen so that it was impossible to stay unprotected in the sun. The fishermen were in possession of all the other houses—so Esther the Black walked toward her grandparents’ house.

“She’s coming this way,” Esther the White said when she saw her granddaughter. “Stay with me,” she said to Cohen. She felt a twitch beneath her left eye. “Please,” she said to Cohen.

Cohen shook his head. “You have to give me an answer.”

“Stay with me,” Esther the White said.

“You’ll have to tell Mischa that you’re through with him,” Cohen said. “He’s a sensible man—he’ll understand. Of course I wouldn’t want to leave the Compound—but if it’s too uncomfortable for you to see Mischa after you leave him, we’ll just have to think of another place to live. Maybe out east farther,” Cohen said. “I’m not too old to get another job.”

“She’s here,” Esther the White said. “Call her over. I have the jade.”

“No,” Cohen said. “You call her.”

Esther the Black noticed her grandmother on the porch, she noticed Cohen on the stair. They’ll both get sunstroke, she thought. Two more funerals.

Esther the White waved her hand in the air. “Esther,” she called.

Esther the Black stopped. A fly buzzed across her cheek. The air was so heavy that it seemed to sing. Flies and crickets cried above the heat’s constant pitch; the Compound was alive with wings.

“Esther,” her grandmother was calling louder now. “Come over here. Over here.”

Esther the Black thought of running; she couldn’t imagine what her grandmother could want. Could it be to ask where Esther the Black had been, where she had disappeared to; to demand an explanation for the abandoned Cadillac now that the shock of Phillip’s death was over? But Cohen was smiling at her, and Esther the Black was thirsty and hot; she walked over and leaned against the banister. She couldn’t really be threatened anymore, they couldn’t send Phillip anywhere now. Cohen looked at Esther the White. “Well?” he said. “Esther, are you going to talk?”

“Esther?” said Esther the Black, surprised that Cohen would call her grandmother by her first name, wondering if the slip had occurred because the landscape artist sat in the noon sun without protection against the heat.

Esther the White reached out her hand. “Take it,” she said.

Esther the Black looked blank; she saw only an old woman’s veined hand. “Take what?” she asked.

Esther the White grabbed her granddaughter’s hand; she let go of the jade, and the pendant rolled like an egg into the girl’s fingers. The sweat from Esther the White’s fingers covered the stone with a fine film, and the jade rested in Esther the Black’s palm like a living thing.

Esther the Black looked up. “What is this?” she said, wondering if mirages could be cast by the extreme heat—by eleven o’clock the temperature had reached ninety-eight. She needed a glass of water, a Pepsi, or an orangeade. She might have been hallucinating—it would not have been surprising.

“Go ahead,” Cohen urged Esther the White.

“Ssh,” said Esther the White. She touched Cohen’s hand lightly.

Esther the Black stared at the woman carved into the jade. The high cheekbones, the downcast eyes. A river of heat moved between Esther the Black and that woman’s face.

Esther the White cleared her throat. From the corner of her eye she could see Mischa shouting at his brother in the heat. “The other day,” she began, “before his death, your father reminded me that I never give anything. I wanted to give you something. It was Phillip’s suggestion, and it was a good one.”

Esther the Black was silent. She had not imagined that her father ever spoke to Esther the White. Cohen poked her shoulder. “Well?” he said proudly. “What do you say?”

“What if I wanted to give this to the fishermen?” Esther the Black said.

Esther the White shrugged. “Do whatever you want. The pendant is yours. But the fishermen are doing fine without your help.”

Esther the Black narrowed her eyes. In her head the heat raced, the lyrics to “Nova Scotia Avenue” moved, the odor of honeysuckle reared up. “I can do anything with it?” she asked.

“It’s yours,” Esther the White answered. “Anything.”

“Why?” Esther the Black asked. “You never gave me anything before.” She wondered if the pendant had really been Phillip’s; he had willed it to her, and Esther the White might be taking the credit.

“I have nothing more to say,” Esther the White whispered. “It’s just a gift.”

“And what do you want from me?” Esther the Black narrowed her eyes. “What’s the price?”

“Now, now,” Cohen said, looking from one Esther to the other.

Esther the Black’s head was reeling; the odors and the noises of the Compound were too strong, they were rocking inside her head. “Do you have anything to drink?” she asked. “A Pepsi?”

Cohen patted his stomach. “Hot drinks are better in hot weather,” he said. “They don’t shock the system as much. Have some tea.”

“All right. Anything.” The pendant in her hand was like a piece of carved ice; Esther the Black touched the stone to her forehead.

“You two stay, I’ll put the water on. Esther, what kind of tea do you have?” Cohen asked.

“Jasmine, orange, peppermint,” Esther the White answered.

“Peppermint,” Cohen nodded. “Wonderful.”

Esther the Black’s eyes were wide; her grandmother was smiling at the landscape artist. “How is it,” Esther the Black turned to Cohen, “that you suddenly call my grandmother by her first name?”

“What makes you think it’s sudden?” Cohen said. “Maybe it’s only sudden to you.”

Esther the Black closed her eyes. She wondered how many people had recently died of thirst, and if the statistics were stored in the St. Fredrics town hall. Still, she hoped that Cohen would not leave her alone with Esther the White, not even if she did die of thirst.

Esther the White stared over at the Compound gate. “It is true,” she said. “They’re leaving for Miami.”

A large blue and white van edged through the gate. Cohen slapped his knee. “Good riddance,” he said.

“Bad rubbish,” Esther the White agreed.

“Who else leaves a sinking ship but rats?” Cohen said, as Mischa followed Max and Lisa, shouting and waving his fist.

“If you consider this a sinking ship,” Esther the White added.

Esther the Black looked at her grandmother. She looked at Cohen. She felt like a foreigner, a deaf-mute, a stranger. She ran her tongue over her parched lips. “You two,” she addressed herself to Cohen. “What’s between you two?”

Cohen was proud of her; he patted Esther the Black’s shoulder. If he considered the situation, he would have to say that the girl had been raised under his influence—and she certainly wasn’t stupid. “Your grandmother and I have settled things.”

“Things?” Esther the Black said. “What things?”

Cohen waved his hand in the air. “Things you don’t know about. You’re too young to know about such things.”

“Let’s eavesdrop,” Esther the White said to Cohen. “I want to be certain that Max is really leaving. I never really trusted him. Not one bit.”

The moving men had begun to load the van with furniture. Mischa declared that every piece belonged to him.

“Don’t touch that chair,” Mischa held on to gold brocade.

“Half of everything is mine,” Max shouted.

Up on the porch, Esther the White breathed deeply; she had always considered Lisa and Max to be intruders; it was a good omen that they would finally be gone.

“Just watch,” Cohen whispered to Esther the White, as he stroked the sleeve of her blouse. “Watch them tear that chair in half.”

Esther the Black no longer had the strength to be puzzled; she sat on the porch steps as if it were a natural thing to watch Cohen and her grandmother touching, as if it were common to be given a huge jade and gold pendant. But every now and then, when Esther the White laughed, or when Cohen made a sudden noise scratching a wooden match along his boot heel, Esther the Black turned her head like a bird, nervously, expecting anything at all to happen.

“They shouldn’t argue so much,” Esther the White said after a while, when the moving van was nearly loaded, and the brothers continued to scream and accuse. “It’s too hot. They’re too old.”

As she spoke Mischa turned and stared across the lawn, as if somehow he could have heard her. He placed a hand to his chest. “Heart,” he said.

“What did he say? What is he doing?” Cohen cried, as Esther the White quickly rose.

“It’s his heart,” Esther the White said.

Mischa’s posture was crazily bent, but Max seemed not to notice—he continued ordering moving men to lift the velvet couch more carefully. Esther the White ran across the lawn in the strongest heat of the day.

“Oh, shit,” Cohen said. “Shit.”

Esther the Black was convinced that everything around her was disappearing into the heat; everything except for the cool jade pendant she held in her hand. The moving men were carrying Mischa back to the main house; as they passed Esther the Black on the porch steps, she noticed that her grandfather was surrounded by a horde of lazy, buzzing flies.

“We’ve got to call a doctor,” Esther the White said, as she followed Mischa and the movers into the house.

Cohen and Esther the Black listened to the echo of the slamming screen door. It was impossible to see inside the dark hallway, even when they shaded their sun-strained eyes. Max and Lisa stood at the bottom of the steps. Max shook his head. “Disasters,” he said. “One disaster right after another. If he dies, it’s because of me.”

“Please,” Cohen said. “He’s not dead so quick.”

 
Esther the Black slipped the jade pendant into the front pocket of her jeans; she walked into her grandparents’ house. In the hallway, Esther the White was describing symptoms over the telephone, and Mischa lay on a dark green rug in the parlor, with the moving men standing around him. Esther the Black walked through the cool, dark house; her head was light, her feet seemed to rise above the wood. In the kitchen, Esther the Black leaned against the opened refrigerator and drank from a green glass bottle of lemonade. She could hear the conversation on the porch through an open window: Rose had joined the others, and she began to ask questions, as if she had been sent to the Compound by a detective agency. Flies were buzzing over a teacup where a slice of lemon had been left to dry.

Outside, the fishermen were hanging up nets to dry in the afternoon sun, seagulls sat in circles on the lawn, and it was summer, even though August was disappearing and Drowning Season was finished. Because nothing would ever be the same again, Esther the Black stayed in the kitchen alone. She sat at the wooden table and drank lemonade; she drank when she wasn’t even thirsty anymore; and still, when the kitchen was dark and the moon was rising over the harbor, Esther the Black held the jade pendant in the palm of her hand, knowing that nothing would ever be the same again, and wishing that she could stay just a little while longer.


Chapter Three

MISCHA recovered. The only traces of his renegade heart were a very slight paralysis on his left side and a desire for warm weather. Max demanded total responsibility for Mischa’s attack; and he stayed on after Lisa and the movers had left for Miami. He sat at his brother’s feet and told circus stories and warned against smoking cigars; and after a while he convinced Mischa that the best remedy for an ailing heart was the aqua blue sky of Miami.

Mischa assumed that Esther the White would follow his fragile heart to Miami, but Esther the White had never thought of living anywhere but the Compound.

“Listen to me, Esther,” Mischa said, and he spoke softly because Max sat on a feathered quilt at his bedside. “I’m a sick man, and I need the sun.”

Esther the White considered telling Mischa about her own illness; right then the pain was moving along her side like a snake. “Florida,” she said. “I never thought of going to Florida.”

“Think about going,” Mischa said. “Just think about it. We’ve been together for a long time.”

Esther the White smiled. Not just a long time; they had been together forever. And what did she have in the Compound—a granddaughter who refused to love her, an old landscape artist who wanted her to pretend she was young, and a son buried near to the sea wall. “Miami.” Esther the White shrugged.

“Take my advice,” Max said. He crossed his legs and exhaled cigar smoke. “You’re better off without her. I can take care of you.”

Esther the White went to the window. The bulldozers had been working for nearly two days; now and then the house moved, as if some small underground earthquakes shook up the sand.

“I might go,” Esther the White said, as the bulldozers chased bluejays from the mimosas in the eastern section. “I will go,” she finally said.

As Mischa, Max, and Esther the White prepared to leave for Miami, the family lived together under one roof for the first time. Max and Mischa shared a bed, as they had done when they were children. Rose threw down pillows and quilts on the parlor floor for herself and Esther the Black. Cohen and Esther the White sat in the kitchen each night, drinking hot tea with lemon and waiting for the rest of the family to go to their rooms. And then, as Max packed trucks full of Mischa’s suits and shirts, Cohen would shake the covers on the cot that had been set up for him in the pantry. When Rose closed her eyes and pulled a sheet around herself, Cohen washed the teacups and Esther the White dried the cups with a blue-and-white checkered cloth. And by the time Esther the Black was turning in her sleep, dreaming of her father’s soft drowned eyes or of Pagan Rath’s offers and promises, Esther the White and Cohen had already walked up the stairs to the large bedroom on the left.

Esther the White’s suitcases were already packed. “I have to go to Miami,” she told Cohen one night. “I owe it to Mischa; we’ve spent our lives together.”

Cohen sat on the bed. “You’d be miserable, Esther,” he said. “The sun down there would drive you crazy. You’ve been together with Mischa too long; you’ve forgotten what you want to do.”

They had slept together for several nights, Esther had even turned off the lamp, but they had not yet made love. “We’re too old,” Esther the White had said each night, as they lay together under blue sheets, listening to the night cries of the fishermen rowing out into the harbor. “We’ll make noise,” Esther now told Cohen, and she pushed his hand away when he tried to touch her. She planned to leave the next morning for Florida with Mischa and Max; there was no point in Cohen’s touching her now—it was too late. But when he reached for her again, later that night, Esther the White could think of nothing she wanted more than Cohen’s arm around her waist.

“Listen,” Cohen said, finally, “at least let me put a light back on. Let me see you.”

“What’s to see?” Esther the White said.

“Everything. You.”

“Whisper,” Esther the White said.

“For what?” Cohen lit a cigarette.

Esther the White blinked like an owl when Cohen switched on the lamp. She nodded her head to the wall. “Mischa might hear,” she said. “I don’t want him to know about this affair.”

“Is this an affair?”

“Are you in my bed?”

“No one will hear,” Cohen said. “We don’t have to be so quiet.”

“I’m old. I think I forgot how.” Cohen’s hand was touching her leg. Esther the White swallowed; she didn’t want him to touch her, she didn’t want him not to touch her. She thought now that sleeping alone was like an addictive poison. “I think I forgot,” she repeated; but Cohen was not listening, his pulse was too loud to hear Esther’s whispering voice, until she asked: “And what makes you think you can still do it?”

Cohen moved his hand from her skin, and reached to the night table to put out his cigarette. “Still fuck?” Cohen asked.

Esther the White felt like a traitor in the dark; the blue sheets were cold, the beginnings of her pain moved like ice. She didn’t answer him.

“Are you shocked by what I said?” Cohen asked.

“Not at all.”

Cohen shook his head. “Too bad. I wanted to shock you.”

Esther the White laughed. Cohen was insulted.

“It’s funny?” he said. “It’s not funny, Esther. What are we, twenty years old? It just may surprise you to know that I can still get it up.”

“Oh,” said Esther the White.

“Not so often, of course,” Cohen said. “But, I haven’t forgotten. And I can only say, you’re not with the times. Nowadays it’s a recognized fact that fucking isn’t the only thing. That’s right. Especially for women.”

Esther the White was embarrassed; she had been married for more than forty years, she had had lovers—but she had slept alone for as long as she had lived in the Compound, for as long as a lifetime, and she didn’t know any new facts. “So,” she said, “what are you? An expert?”

“I read.” Cohen shrugged.

Esther the White stiffened; she told Cohen to be quiet because she had heard something. Downstairs, on the parlor floor, Esther the Black was dreaming. In her dream, Pagan Rath had turned a yellow Volkswagen onto a Pacific cliff; beyond was the ocean, and high black rocks. In her dream, Esther the Black reached out, but she only succeeded in knocking over a potted palm onto the floor. In the parlor, a terra cotta pot shattered. Rose’s sleepy voice drifted upstairs.

Up in the bedroom, Cohen sighed. “Nothing’s changed,” he said. “What’s the difference if I talk to you across the bed, or across the kitchen table.”

Esther the White was silent; she wished she could cry, but the sadness never seemed to reach her eyes—it stuck in her throat, unable to be moved. “I’m sorry,” she said.

Cohen lit another cigarette, his hands shook. Dummy, he said to himself. After waiting all these years to get close to her, what do you do but argue? Argue when you should kiss. “No,” he told Esther the White. “Don’t be sorry, I’ll be sorry. There’s nothing that could make me sorrier than you leaving for Miami. Nothing could make me sorrier than if you turn away now,” he whispered.

Esther the White concentrated. Slowly, as Cohen smoked his cigarette, as the moon grew higher, and the frogs began to call at the sea wall, she remembered other lovers. She remembered Mischa, when he was young, when he was her lover—how he seemed afraid of a kiss, how she often had to reach for him and place him inside of her; how both Mischa and Esther the White felt they were being watched in the act of love—first by the horses behind the blankets in the stable in Marseilles, and later by memories of the village of their childhood, of their parents, of Max as he stood beside the circus manager, his dark eyes wet and accusing. She thought of the taxi driver in London; she had to think for a while before she could remember his name; but she did remember his touch. And she wondered now, as she held on to the blue sheets, if she had ever known how to love.

Esther asked Cohen for a cigarette; she leaned back and rested her head on two feather pillows, and remembered the tattooed man, Solo.

They had stood in the cold, dark rooming house in Marseilles, and beneath his shirt were the colors of his wonderful tattoos, like some painted secret moving in the dark. For such a very long time she had tried not to imagine Solo; it took quite a while before she could picture the talons of the parrot which rode on his skin. She had known him for only weeks, but had hated him for a lifetime. It was the tattooed man Esther cursed at the moment Phillip was born; it was his name—Solo—she screamed when she first dug in the Compound earth to bury the earrings along with the jade pendant—the stone she might have sold, the stone that might have kept Max from the circus, and Esther the White from taking the tattooed man as her first lover. Phillip might have been his child; Esther the White might have gone off with him to Spain, if only the tattooed man had asked. And so, many years later, Esther still remembered the tattoos as if they had been etched onto her own skin just from their touching. As if she had caught something.

With him she had given everything up, she had let go, for a moment. With the tattooed man, she forgot standing in the snow in the village, wandering over the ice to stare at her face in the river; she forgot slipping the jade pendant into her apron pocket. Maybe it was only the way he moved inside of her, maybe it was because it was the first time, or because she saw a vision of his tattoos when she closed her eyes, but Esther the White had felt something. And between cold sheets, as the frogs called, and the bulldozers drove through the dark morning, Esther the White remembered. She reached out for Cohen and remembered.

Later that morning, Max and Mischa finished their packing. When Mischa looked at his empty closet on the morning he was to leave the Compound, his suits and shirts and winter coats were now being carefully moved by Railway Express, he let his cane drop to the floor; and while Max waited on the porch for the limousine which would take the brothers to the airport, Mischa dragged a wooden chair into the closet, and there he sat, beneath one unlit bulb. The cord of the lightbulb danced across his forehead, and he brushed it away, as if he were waving off flies. He worried about the poachers, he worried about Solomon Rath, he could not imagine the hot sun of Miami no matter how hard he tried. He lit a cigar; after a while the ash fell onto his pants leg. The houses in the Compound were abandoned, the poachers were official squatters. What could he do? He was tired; he considered himself a dead man. In fact Mischa would not die for some time; he would not have a final heart attack for years, and then it would be after eating blueberry pancakes in Junior’s, as two elderly women from Detroit affectionately watched his teeth turn purple with berries. But on that morning, Mischa brushed the light cord away, and sighed. When he heard his brother call out that the limousine had arrived, Mischa went to the open window and looked down.

“A minute,” he said. He picked up his cane and walked down the hall. “Esther,” he said, tapping against the door. “It’s me.”

“It’s Mischa,” Esther the White whispered. Cohen was still asleep, so Esther the White left the bed and dressed quickly. She went out into the hallway and closed the door behind her. “Mischa,” she said, “it’s so early.”

“You’re not ready?” Mischa asked. They stood in the hallway like strangers. “When we left our village together you were ready first, it was your idea, you’ll remember. I, personally, never thought we’d make it through the ice.”

Esther the White hooked her arm through Mischa’s and helped him down the stairs. The entrance hallway was littered with suitcases; Esther the Black and Rose waited solemnly at the door. Rose held a drink in her hand.

“Well, we have this house,” Rose whispered to Esther the Black. “We should be thankful for that. We should be thankful that your grandparents didn’t kick us out on the street the day after your father died.” She sipped gin. “But I’ll be damned if I’m staying here.” She looked around at the hallway and the parlor nervously. “Not here,” she said. “I’ll sell off all the furniture, all the silver—they’ll never know.” She gestured with her head toward Mischa and Esther the White as they walked together down the stairs. “I’ll sell off everything, and then you’ll see how quick I’m out of here. I’ll be on the first plane to Las Vegas.”

Esther the Black nodded, but she did not listen to a word her mother said. She had the jade pendant and the money it would bring—she was free to leave the Compound—but she no longer had to flee—the Compound was falling away, the fishermen had it now, the light which always shone from Esther the White’s bedroom would be gone. The sea wall itself would probably be washed away before long; and Esther the Black wondered if she would be the only one to see the sandstone fall away in large, uneven blocks.

At the edge of the stairs, Esther the White stopped. Her granddaughter was huddled in a corner of the hallway, her back against the wall. Esther the White was certain that the girl would be taken care of—Mischa would send allowance checks from Miami, and Esther the White would continue writing monthly checks to the electric company and the fuel company. And the girl had the jade pendant—she was free to make her own decisions. She was old enough, and free. Still, she looked too young standing in the hallway, edged up against the wall. Esther the White turned to Mischa; he looked like an old man, like a stranger; upstairs the man she loved turned in his sleep, and when he reached out he touched only air.

“I’m not going,” Esther the White said.

Esther the Black looked up; Rose spilled a bit of gin on her blouse.

“Of course you are,” Mischa said.

Esther the White shook her head. “Sorry,” she said. “I can’t.”

The movers came for the suitcases in the hallway, and Esther the White asked them to leave hers behind. “I don’t want to,” she told Mischa.

Max stuck his head in the door. “Time,” he said. “It’s time.”

“We’ve been together a long time,” Esther the White said to Mischa. “We’ve been together forever. But now I want to stay, and Max will take care of you.”

“I’m going to get a condominium right near Max’s place. You’ll like it,” Mischa said, wondering why the woman he spoke to looked nothing like the girl from his village, the girl he had married.

“Max will take good care of you,” Esther the White repeated.

Rose’s eyes lit up; she placed her drink on the telephone table. “Max doesn’t know how to take care of a sick man,” she said. “Taking care of a sick man is an art.” She reached for her purse, which rested on the telephone table, next to the glass of gin; she adjusted the shoulder strap and smiled. “You don’t have anything to worry about,” she told Mischa. “I’ll take care of you,” she said.

“Oh, no,” Mischa said. “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

“Nonsense,” Rose said. She turned to Esther the Black. “Darling, you can pack up my clothes and mail them down to me. Until I get them I can just pick up a few things in Miami. Little blouses and bermuda shorts—I really don’t have the wardrobe for the kind of heat they have down there.” She smiled.

“Mother,” Esther the Black said. “What about Nevada?”

“Oh, Esther,” Rose said, “one hot climate is the same as another.”

“Let her go,” Esther the White said to Mischa. “You won’t be alone. And let’s face it,” she lowered her voice, “we haven’t shared a room for years.”

Mischa swallowed; all his suitcases were packed. “You’re sure?” he said to Esther. And when she nodded, he shook his head. “I have to go,” Mischa said. “Max is waiting for me.”

“Of course,” Esther the White agreed, and she walked with him to the doorway. Rose ran out to the limousine Max had ordered to drive them to the airport. “Miami should be lovely this time of year,” Esther the White said. “Hot.” Mischa nodded, and when he turned to say goodbye Esther the White kissed his lips and patted his shoulder. Esther the White watched as Max and Rose helped Mischa into the limousine; she stood at the door until the limousine had disappeared through the iron Compound gate.

Esther the Black had not moved. Her heart hurt; she had begun to dream each night of rescuing people who refused to be rescued.

“So,” Esther the White said, after she had closed the front door, “what do you do now?”

“Could I have some privacy?” Esther the Black said coldly. “I’d like to make a phone call.”

Esther the White wanted to tell her granddaughter not to slouch; she wanted to say, Don’t be a fool, sell the jade pendant and you’ll have enough money to do whatever you like. She wanted to tell Esther the Black that if an old woman could make love in the gray morning beneath blue sheets, a young one like Esther the Black could do anything she wanted.

Esther the Black dialed Pagan Rath’s number. She did not know what she would do now; but she knew that she did not love Pagan—she could not go with him to California.

“We could help each other,” Esther the White began to call from the stairs; but when she reached the landing she could no longer speak. She had to stop. Her hand was on the banister, her granddaughter stared rudely from the hallway, and Esther the White held a fist to her ribs.

“Do you mind?” Esther the Black called, as she held her hand over the phone receiver.

“Not at all,” Esther the White said. “Everyone’s entitled to privacy.” She forced her feet upstairs; each time she moved her legs the pain shot across her abdomen. When she reached her room, she wished that Cohen had somehow disappeared. But he hadn’t; he was still in bed smoking a cigarette and dropping ashes on the sheets. “You didn’t go with him,” Cohen said. “I knew you couldn’t.”

“Of course I didn’t go,” Esther the White said. “What made you think I would?”

Cohen reached out for her from the bed, but Esther the White ignored him. She walked to her night table, and searched for her pill bottle. Maybe they’re not here, she thought. Maybe the blue-jays came through the open window and picked out the Demerol. She threw bottles of aspirin and Darvon onto the rug.

“Esther?” Cohen said.

It’s a punishment, Esther the White thought. It’s a punishment for not going to Miami, for thinking of myself. So now I’m getting this; now they’re giving me the pain.

Cohen sat up. “What is it?” he said.

Esther the White found the Demerol; she dropped the pill on her tongue and swallowed. She sat on the edge of the bed and rocked back and forth. Cohen moved toward her and touched her shoulder. Only a few minutes, Esther the White thought. Soon the Demerol will take over; I can wait till then. Cohen was holding her by the time the medication had begun to wipe out the pain; Esther the White lay back and imagined that she was covered by the quilts of her childhood, heavy red and white cotton filled high with goose feathers.

“I want you to call that doctor,” Cohen said. “I think you should go to the hospital, even though I know you don’t believe in anything modern.”

Esther the White pulled herself out of the ice, so that she could answer him. “Modern?” she said. “What’s modern about death? Everyone knows once you go into the hospital you don’t come out.”

Cohen was insistent; Esther wanted him to shut up, she wanted him to hold her and let her fall asleep between the blue sheets and the heavy quilts whose geese had once run across the frozen river of her childhood. “Just as an outpatient,” Cohen was saying, as the geese dropped their thick white feathers onto the ice. “You’ll never have to sleep in the hospital. I’ll wait for you in the parking lot, you’ll sleep with me every night. Just go for treatments.”

Esther the White was falling asleep; she shook her head no.

“Listen,” Cohen said, “don’t decide to die.” The sun was falling through the open window as if reflected by drifts of bright snow. “And, anyway,” he said, “why don’t you wait around to see what Esther the Black does when she sells the pendant?”

Esther the White imagined that nameless woman’s carved face, the cheekbones of polished jade, the unnamed eyes gazing carelessly from the stone. And as she did, Esther the Black hung up the phone in the downstairs hallway after talking to Pagan Rath, after giving her regrets; she walked into the parlor, sat in a cushioned chair, and stared at that same carved face beneath a sixty-watt bulb.

“Esther the Black?” Esther the White said. “She doesn’t care about me or the pendant. She doesn’t even know me.”

“Give her a chance,” Cohen said. “Do you want to die and still be a stranger to her?”

“You’re right,” Esther said softly. “As usual.” She thought for a minute. “I want to make certain that she does whatever she wants with the jade pendant. I want to tell her how I first got it. She should know something; she should know me. Cohen,” Esther the White’s voice rose, “tell her I want to talk to her. I have to.”

“Only if you make me a promise,” Cohen said. He was not about to lose her now.

Esther the White was hearing the wolves; they howled when she was beneath the deep quilts, when the fire in the kitchen burned to ash.

“Promise,” Cohen said, “you’ll go to the hospital.”

Esther the White closed her eyes and ran her fingers across the veins which lined Cohen’s wrists. “I’ll think about it,” she said. “I will.” Outside the day was white with the last of summer’s heat, outside the bluejays in the mimosa grove called, and the wolves they said lived above, in the mountains, howled; and Esther the White lay back on two feather pillows and thought about Cohen’s kisses.


Chapter Four

THEY sat together in the dark. Fishermen on their way to the night harbor passed them and nodded. Esther the Black swung her legs nervously. She had promised Cohen she would meet with her grandmother, but neither of them spoke. Esther the White had just awakened from the deep sleep her dosage of Demerol brought on; her clear eyes were clouded in the night, and, if she listened very carefully, she could almost hear the breathing of the horses who had lived on the other side of the heavy wool blanket in the stable she and the brothers had shared in France.

They were sitting by the black sea wall, listening to the slow-moving tide, and the scratching of the scuttling hermit crabs. The voices of the fishermen rowing slowly out on a night’s work echoed from the harbor. Esther the White’s scarf moved softly, like feathers around her face; she felt no pain. Instead she drifted—in the haze her painkillers offered—from one time to another, one memory to the next. Yet she always came back to the sea wall where she sat in the damp evening air with her granddaughter. She always remembered that she was there to talk to Esther the Black.

“I could never sleep at night,” Esther the White said.

“I know,” Esther the Black said. “I used to see your light at night. I saw it for years.”

“Oh,” Esther the White said. “I didn’t think anyone noticed.” Her granddaughter was silent. “Now I shut the light off. I sleep well at night for the first time. A little bit because of Cohen. A little bit because of the drugs that I have to take now that I’m sick.”

Esther the Black stared at her grandmother’s half-closed pale eyes; the old woman’s blue scarf fell over her forehead. Esther the Black wanted to know why her grandmother kept her here in the dark now that she had talked about her illness. There was something more, and Esther the Black was curious. And she was also afraid—the old woman might want something. There was no one else left—perhaps Esther the White only wanted pity because she was ill. Or maybe the return of the jade pendant, which Esther the Black planned to sell as soon as possible, now that she had told Pagan that she would not fly to Los Angeles with The Quick and the Mad. Pagan Rath had promised that Esther the Black’s name would be listed as a guest at the desk of the Normandy Hotel, so that she could join him whenever she decided that she loved him. And she would, Pagan had insisted, decide just that.

“I’ve written a song for you,” he had told Esther the Black when she telephoned him.

“How does it go?” she had asked.

“Come to Los Angeles and you’ll hear it,” Pagan said.

“No,” Esther said.

“Well, you’ll hear it on the radio all the time as soon as we record it, and every time you’ll think of me.”

“Pagan,” Esther said, “I never listen to the radio.”

He sighed. “Esther the Black, on the day you come back, we’ll fly down the alleyways on the wings that I promised you, like we used to do so long ago.”

“We never flew down alleyways,” Esther interrupted. “You never promised me wings.”

“Oh, Esther,” Pagan Rath said, “it’s only a song. It’s poetry. What do you want?”

“I’ll let you know where I am,” Esther the Black said.

“Do you have the telephone number of the hotel in L.A. in case you change your mind?” Pagan said mournfully.

“Yes,” Esther said. “Just in case,” she smiled.

The Quick and the Mad were now flying in the night toward Los Angeles. Each time a jet passed over the harbor, Esther the Black looked up; as she sat with her grandmother in the dark, Pagan Rath was drinking a tall glass of Dewar’s in the first-class section of an American Airlines 727 jet. Esther the Black imagined herself in the first-class cabin, drinking a Tequila Sunrise with the headphones screwed into her ears, and Pagan staring at her with his soft, watery eyes. She laughed out loud, and breathed in the night air.

“Tell me, tell me,” Esther the White now asked her, in a soft, slurred voice, “exactly how old are you?” She was remembering their Notting Hill flat. “How old?” she said.

Esther the Black sighed. “I told you, eighteen.”

“That’s all,” Esther the White mused. “That isn’t so much.”

A group of fishermen had gathered in the center of the Compound lawn. They raised their fishing nets in the air, and walked down to the harbor.

“They keep the Compound alive,” Esther the White said, nodding. She ran her fingers over a rough block of sandstone. “Maybe the reason I sleep well at night now is that I hear their voices.” She turned again to Esther the Black. “I asked you before how old you were because my memory tricks me, I get confused, and I don’t want to be confused.”

Salt air stuck to Esther the Black’s eyelashes; she remembered Esther the White staring at her when she was a child, she stared right through her, with eyes like ice.

“Why are you so interested, all of a sudden?” Esther the Black demanded. “Just because you’re sick you think everything’s changed? You have cancer, so am I supposed to erase my memory?” She remembered Esther the White standing on the porch, in a Drowning Season long before. Esther the Black wanted to know where Cohen was; she was ten, and there was no one to talk to. Esther the White might not have heard her; she didn’t answer, she looked out at the wide cool lawn and ignored her granddaughter. “Why didn’t you talk to me then?” Esther the Black said.

They sat together like stone, women carved into the sea wall. Esther the Black remembered kneeling on the dark earth as Rose planted sunflower seeds. Esther the White walked past, not speaking, not looking. Esther the Black watched her grandmother’s pale hair move in the wind.

“Don’t look at her,” Rose had warned.

Esther the Black watched as the earth was turned. “Why not?”

“Don’t look at her, and don’t bother your grandmother.”

Esther the Black watched her mother’s hand toss seeds, in a row, into the dark, moving earth. And as they walked on, the bluejays followed like vultures.

“What do you think?” Esther the Black lit a cigarette, and the match sizzled. “You give me one gift, and everything else doesn’t count? Every other memory of you is wiped away?”

Esther the White watched her granddaughter: her face was as smooth as sculpture.

“I don’t know why we’re sitting here. You have nothing to do with my life. I don’t even remember you,” Esther the Black lied.

Esther the White felt feathers in her throat. Perhaps it was only from the medication, some side effect—but it seemed as if she had swallowed a dove, a pigeon, or a hawk.

“Esther,” she said to her granddaughter.

But Esther the Black shrugged. “You’re not in my life.”

The feathers were rising up in Esther the White’s throat, covering her tongue with soft down. “Then I will be,” Esther the White said.

“No,” Esther the Black insisted, as she listened to the cries of the fishermen from the harbor. “Let’s go back to the house,” Esther the Black said. She did not want to know her grandmother. She was afraid to.

But it was too late for Esther the Black to turn away; Esther the White had already begun. She had begun with Cohen and with Phillip, and now with Esther the Black. Esther the White did not move an inch; it was as if the stone had been torn apart, and within it was a bird whose feathers were drifting upward. Bits of stone lodged in her organs and in her skin; all across her ribs, there was a thin metallic line of pain. And as the stone shattered, the pain flew upward. She tried to keep her balance on the sea wall, she listened when her granddaughter insisted that they leave, but Esther the White had begun to cry.

At first it was only like something caught in her throat, or like the sharp harbor air. Esther the White was confused, uncertain as to what language to speak in. She tried German, but the words escaped her. She tried French, and then English, but all the sounds ran together, a low howling noise was all that she could make, not words at all. Esther the White did not realize that she was crying, until her granddaughter wiped away the wetness on her face with one hand. Esther the White licked her lips; saltier than ocean water.

“Grandmother, stop it,” Esther the Black whispered. “You don’t have to do this.”

The girl knelt before her in the sand; Esther the White smiled uncertainly at her, but it was too late, it had already begun: Esther the White was planning her escape from her parents’ house, the jade pendant sewn into her coat. She had already asked one of the loggers in the village how it would be possible to get away from the village now that the river had frozen and rafts from the village were stuck in yards of ice.

Time shattered slowly inside her, and she traveled in the direction the logger pointed out, over the border, sleeping in the frozen cars of the train; through France with the jade stone in her coat. She tolerated Max, and she dragged Mischa behind her, so that he would not give up and fall into the ice, so that he would not fall back into the village of their childhood. She had decided not to feel anything, and certainly, she had decided that she, herself, would never fall into the ice. Time was shattering like a mirror, and Esther the White remembered how her own eyes changed, how they turned a paler and paler blue, how her skin grew whiter, until she had to cover her head in the sun. She moved through men, watching their eyes change too, from desire to dust, and now, with Cohen, back again to desire. She passed by her own son. Even though strange cells were multiplying in her body, and the pain growing worse, she passed by her own son. She dreamed of a Compound—she invented it, she created a home, and when she spoke, in the darkness, the earth of this Compound rose, sand was carried in the air as she spoke.

“And even now,” Esther the White said, “I’ll tell you another secret. I’ve waited all my life, watching the night, trying not to be afraid of the dark, and even now, I’m still afraid, because I think I may die before anyone knows me.”

They spoke almost in unison; Esther the Black tried to comfort her grandmother, Esther the White sometimes forgot words and made only the soft howling noise.

“Listen,” Esther the Black said, as she tried to find a way to quiet Esther the White, to calm her down. “I want you to be quiet. You be quiet and I’ll talk. I’m going to describe the Compound.”

Now that Esther the Black realized just how much the Compound meant to her grandmother, she knew just what to say. Esther the Black counted off the lilac, and the wisteria, the purple rose of sharon and the tulips, as if the flowers were a lullaby. Next to her, she felt her grandmother’s shivering lessen, the howling grew softer and softer. Esther the White rocked on the sea wall, threads from her skirt caught on the stone. Esther the Black lit a match and peered into her face, but Esther the White pushed her arm away. “Stop that.” Esther the Black put out the match. “I’m perfectly rational,” Esther the White said. “It’s the Demerol that makes me forget.”

Esther the Black swung her legs onto the sea wall and held her knees. “All right,” she said, “tell me.”

Esther the White laughed, but no sound came from her throat. “I thought you didn’t want to know.”

Esther the Black did not answer, but she waited, and, after a while, her grandmother began again, but she spoke only in English now, and she spoke more slowly, following the thread of time, so that the visit to Dr. Schwartz’s office really did happen forty years after she had been in the arms of the tattooed man. And by the time the night was over, and the frogs had stopped their calling, by the time fishermen had begun to push their boats up onto the beach, Esther the Black was beginning to know her grandmother. Esther the White was drowsy, from sleeplessness, from medication. Still she spoke of her life. She spoke in words that were as thin as porcelain, as thick as a stone vase with a circular frieze: around the poured wine, the stored honey, memory had been sculpted.

Soon they could hear the tides grow stronger and watch the morning rise over the harbor. Esther the White untied her scarf and let her hair move in the breeze; Esther the Black smiled and smoked the last cigarette in the pack. From a distance, it would have been nearly impossible, in the shadows, in the pale morning fog, to tell the two women apart.
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PART ONE


IT WAS EARTHQUAKE WEATHER and everyone knew it. As the temperature hovered near one hundred degrees the days melted together until it was no longer possible to tell the difference between a Thursday and a Friday. Coyotes in the canyons panicked; they followed the scent of chlorine into backyards, and some of them drowned in swimming pools edged with blue Italian tiles. In Hollywood the tap water bubbled as it came out of the faucets; ice cubes dissolved in the palm of your hand. It was a time when everything you once suspected might go wrong suddenly did. For miles in every direction people just snapped. Lovers quarreled in bedrooms and parking lots, money was stolen, knives were pulled, friendships that had lasted a lifetime were destroyed with one harsh word. Those few people who were able to sleep were haunted by nightmares; those with insomnia drank cups of coffee and swore they smelled something sweet burning, as if a torch had been put to a grove of lemon trees sometime in the night.

It wasn’t uncommon to have hallucinations in weather like this, and Rae Perry, who had never had a vision in her life, began to see things on the empty sidewalk whenever she took the bus home from work: a high-heeled shoe left at a crosswalk, a wild dog on the corner of La Brea, a black garden snake winding its way through traffic. Hollywood Boulevard seemed to move in waves. And at home, the white stucco walls in Rae’s apartment shifted as if they were made of sand. It wasn’t just the heat that was affecting everyone, it was the strange quality of the air. Every breath you took seemed dangerous, as if it might be your last. Even in the air-conditioned office where she worked for an independent producer named Freddy Contina, Rae found she had to take several deep breaths before typing a letter or answering the phone. Toward the end of the day the light coming in through the windows was a sulky amber color that made you see double. It was the season for headaches, and rashes, and double-crosses, and more and more often Rae Perry put her head down on her desk at work and began to wonder why she had ever left Boston.

But after she’d gotten home, and had sat for half an hour or more in a bathtub of cool water, Rae knew exactly why she had run away two weeks before her eighteenth birthday. As soon as she heard the Oldsmobile pull up, she ran to get dressed and open the front door. Sometimes she swore she was under Jessup’s spell. He didn’t even have to snap his fingers to get her to jump. All he had to do was look at her. Even in this weather Jessup seemed different from everyone else, as if he were above the heat. He had the kind of blue eyes that were transparent, and so pale that his mother had thought they were bad luck. For several summers she had kept Jessup out of the sun entirely, for fear his eyes would be bleached even lighter. But as soon as you touched Jessup you knew how deceiving his appearance was. He might have looked cool, but his skin radiated heat, and it got so that Rae had begun to wait for him to fall asleep so that she could climb out of bed and sleep alone on the wooden floor.

Since the time they’d run away from Boston, Rae had been afraid that one day Jessup would change his mind and ask her to leave. And the truth was something had been happening to him ever since they came to California. He actually went so far as to get an application to the Business School at U.C.L.A., though he never filled out the forms. He continually grilled Rae about Freddy Contina and even had her steal one of Freddy’s résumés—Rae found him studying it one night when he thought she was still in the shower. It was as if the ghost of some ambition had suddenly appeared to Jessup. He had begun to want things, and it just wasn’t like him.

In the past, Jessup’s main ambition had been to keep moving. In seven years they had lived in five states. As soon as Rae began to feel comfortable somewhere, Jessup started to talk about moving to a place where there were more options. He never mentioned a new job or more money, just these unnamed options—as if the whole world would open to him as soon as they put a few more miles on the Oldsmobile.

Whenever Jessup reached for his stack of road maps, Rae had to remind herself that it wasn’t her he was tired of, just the place they were in. This time there had been no maps and no talk of options, and yet Jessup’s restlessness was so strong it had begun to affect Rae’s dreams. At night she dreamed of earthquakes: glass shattered and spilled over the boulevards, the ground pitched and split open, the sky became a sheet of needles. When she awoke from one of these nightmares, Rae had to hold tight to Jessup or else, she was certain, she’d spin right out of the room.

She had been waiting so long for something to go wrong between them that it took a while before she realized that it already had. Each Sunday they went to the beach at Santa Monica, and as they drove along Sunset Boulevard Jessup’s mood always grew worse. By the time they reached Beverly Hills it was impossible to talk to him. The funny thing was, it was Jessup who always insisted they take the same route. He claimed to hate the palm trees and the huge estates, but every Sunday he pointed them out as if seeing them for the first time.

“This is truly disgusting,” he would say as they neared the same pink stucco chalet. “Who in their right mind would turn their house into such a fucking eyesore.”

“Then when you have a house paint it white,” Rae finally told him, and she knew as soon as she opened her mouth that it was the wrong thing to say.

“Do you have something to say about the fact that I don’t own my own house?” Jessup said.

Rae looked straight ahead. “No.”

“You think I’m a failure or something—is that what you’re thinking?”

“Jessup, I didn’t say one goddamned thing,” Rae told him.

“You said paint it white. I heard you.”

“Well, paint it whatever the hell color you want to.” Rae was practically in tears. “Do whatever you want.”

“I will,” Jessup said. “I certainly will.”

After that Rae had taken to riding with her head out the window of the car. She told Jessup it was because she loved the scent of jasmine in Beverly Hills, but really it was because Jessup’s anger was heating up the car until the plastic upholstery just about burned you alive.

On the last Sunday in August they probably should have known enough to stay home. The temperature had risen above one hundred and there was a trace of sulfur in the air. When they pulled into the parking lot at Santa Monica, the asphalt beneath the tires turned to molasses. Jessup wasn’t talking as they walked down to the beach; and when Rae spread out the blanket she wondered if there could possibly be another woman, someone he told all his secrets to, because he certainly wasn’t telling Rae a thing. She watched him as she tucked her red hair under a straw hat, then rubbed sunscreen on her arms and legs. The water was so blue that it hurt your eyes, but Jessup stared straight at it. He wore a black T-shirt and jeans, and a pair of boots Rae had bought for him years ago. Everything around them shimmered with heat; every sound echoed. If you closed your eyes you could almost imagine that the cars on Route 1 were only inches away, or that the girls who cried out as they dove into the cold waves were close enough to touch.

Rae was flat on her back and nearly asleep when Jessup finally spoke.

“Guess how many Rolls-Royces I counted?” he said suddenly.

Rae had to crane her neck to look up at him; she kept one hand on her straw hat.

“Go ahead,” Jessup urged. “Guess.”

Rae shrugged her shoulders. She could barely tell a Ford from a Toyota these days.

“Two?”

“Eighteen,” Jessup said triumphantly. “Eighteen fucking Rolls-Royces between Hollywood and Santa Monica.”

For some reason that number frightened Rae. In the parking lot, their blue Oldsmobile baked in the sun. In the seven years they’d had the car they hadn’t put a scratch on it. In fact, it had been one of the reasons Jessup had wanted to come to California in the first place. A car could last forever in Los Angeles, he had told Rae. No snow, no salt, no rust.

“I don’t care about Rolls-Royces,” Rae said. “I’d rather have our car any day.”

She could see the muscles in Jessup’s jaw tighten.

“God, Rae,” he said to her. “Sometimes I swear you get stupider all the time.”

He left her there on the blanket, just like that. Rae propped herself up on one elbow and watched him walk down to the water. He stood at the shoreline, looking far out into the Pacific, as if he were the only one on the beach able to see the cloudy edge of China. Rae was concentrating so hard, trying to figure out what was wrong, that she forgot to turn onto her stomach so she wouldn’t burn. By the time they got home, Rae’s fair skin had burned to nearly the same shade of red as her hair, and that night Jessup had the perfect excuse not to come near her.

The following Sunday, Rae didn’t dare ask Jessup to go to the beach. The heat was worse than ever, and people with respiratory problems were warned not to go outdoors. Jessup spent most of the day Simonizing the Oldsmobile; he tied a red bandanna over his mouth to filter the air, and took off his T-shirt. At noon, when Rae brought him a beer, Jessup seemed less upset; he stopped working long enough to pull down his bandanna and kiss her. That night Jessup insisted that they go out to dinner at a Mexican restaurant where the air conditioner was turned up so high you could actually feel brave enough to order the extra-hot chili. Rae wore a lavender-colored cotton dress and silver earrings. It seemed more important than ever before that Jessup notice how good she looked, and while he never actually said anything, he did reach across the table to take her hand.

In the dark booth of the restaurant, Rae managed to convince herself that the trouble between them was over. But when they got home, Jessup ignored her. He went into the kitchen, and, without bothering to turn on the light, he sat there and stared out the window. Rae wondered if it was just that Monday was so close. Jessup worked for several studios—he picked people up at the airport, he messengered film, he delivered platters of shrimp cocktail and pastrami up to the executives’ offices whenever there was something to celebrate. On his tax returns Jessup listed himself as a driver, but whenever someone asked what he did, Jessup would smile and say, “I’m a slave.”

At the beginning of the heat wave, when he’d first started to act so peculiar, Rae had made the mistake of asking Jessup how his day had been.

“How was my day?” Jessup had mimicked in a too sweet voice. “Well, I spent most of my time picking up an order of cocaine that cost more than I’ve earned in my entire lifetime. That’s how my day was. If you want me to continue, I’ll be glad to tell you about my week.”

She hadn’t wanted to know any more. But when they got home from the restaurant no one had to tell her that Jessup was feeling cheated. He sat by the kitchen window and gave the parked Oldsmobile a murderous look. It was then Rae knew he was still thinking about Rolls-Royces, and that thinking about them was just about driving him crazy.

The worst part was that Rae couldn’t think of a single thing she could do to make him happy. On Monday morning she got up early, so she could bring him breakfast in bed. The heat was still pushing down as she boiled water for coffee and switched the radio on to a low volume. Listeners were calling in to a talk show that followed the news, each with a way to predict the next quake. As Rae poured water through the coffee filter, she knew she shouldn’t be listening to a program about earthquakes—she was so suggestible lately that she could already feel the buildings crumbling around her. But she was hypnotized by the heat, and by the scent of coffee, and as she put some bread in the toaster she continued to listen as a caller insisted that if birds were tracked by radar, entire cities could be saved. It was a well-known fact that birds always left an area long before any catastrophe. Rae found herself drawn to the window; at least there was still a line of blue jays on the telephone wire.

She took out the frying pan and heated some butter, but when she cracked two eggs into the pan she found blood spots in both yolks. Rae panicked and immediately poured the eggs down the drain, then washed out the pan with hot water and soap. But even after she had started over again with two fresh eggs, Rae kept thinking about the spots of blood. She actually had to sit down and drink a glass of ice water and tell herself that anybody could have brought those eggs home from the market—they just happened to have been in the carton she chose.

She watched the clock, afraid to wake Jessup. Although how he could sleep in this heat was beyond her. Other people tossed and turned, but Jessup lay perfectly still beneath a thin cotton quilt. Finally, Rae set out his breakfast on a white tray, then poured two cups of coffee. What was the worst that could happen? Freddy could fire her. Los Angeles could be devastated. Jessup could whisper that he’d found someone new.

“Why is it you people stay in California?” a long-distance caller from Nevada asked on the radio. “Don’t you know that birds can’t save you? Don’t you know that by staying all you’re doing is tempting fate?”

Rae climbed back into bed with a cup of coffee in either hand.

“Don’t move,” she warned Jessup.

Jessup opened one eye and reached for his coffee. Rae put her cup on the night table, then went back into the kitchen. By the time she had returned with the tray, Jessup had finished his coffee and had lit a cigarette. As Jessup tapped ashes into his empty coffee cup, Rae stood by the foot of the bed. There was one thing she knew for sure: Jessup had quit smoking two years ago, when they lived in Texas.

“You don’t actually expect me to eat that, do you?” Jessup asked when he saw his breakfast.

“You’re smoking a cigarette,” Rae said.

“Golly, Rae, that’s what I like about you,” Jessup drawled. “You’re so observant.”

There had been a time when Rae had made it her business to find out everything she could about Jessup. Of course, that was when the really important things were whether or not Jessup liked long hair, or if he preferred her to wear blue or green. When Rae was fourteen she taped a photograph of Jessup to her closet door so that she could memorize his face. This was one of the reasons Rae’s mother, Carolyn, had decided to move the family out to Newton. It was one thing for Rae to moon over him when she was still in junior high, and quite another to continue this infatuation now that Jessup had graduated, and she was about to go into high school herself. They hadn’t even told Rae until a week before the moving van was set to arrive. She locked herself in the bathroom and refused to come out.

“I’m not leaving Jessup,” she told her mother through the locked door.

“Oh, yes you are,” Carolyn had said. “And years from now you’ll thank me.”

“Oh, please,” Rae said.

“It’s not just that I don’t like him,” Carolyn said. “It’s that he’s dangerous.”

Something in her mother’s tone made Rae curious. She turned the lock and opened the door.

“Please believe me,” Carolyn said, “because I know about dangerous men.”

For Rae that was the limit. Her father was a lawyer who was home so rarely that Rae was actually surprised whenever she ran into him in the kitchen or the living room. Was he her mother’s “dangerous man”?

“You can’t tell me anything,” Rae informed her mother. “You don’t even know Jessup.”

Once they had moved to Newton, Rae continued to see Jessup even more than before. Her friends found him threatening or mean, and they dropped away from her. It was just the two of them, and even Jessup’s mother had to telephone Rae whenever she wanted to locate her son.

Rae had always been sure that if she knew anyone in this world it was Jessup, but now his suddenly starting to smoke again spooked her. Immediately, she had the sense that this was only one of the things he kept hidden from her.

“I’ll tell you something else,” Jessup said, as he lit another cigarette. “I don’t eat breakfast any more—you should know that.”

Rae tried to remember—hadn’t they had pancakes only a few days ago?

“You have to watch out for things like breakfast when you get old,” Jessup told Rae. “Otherwise you wake up one day and there you are—fat and over the hill.”

Jessup still wore the same blue jeans he had worn when he was eighteen years old, but he was turning thirty this year, and the only thing that bothered him more than turning thirty was realizing that he cared about his age.

“I wish you would stop talking about getting old,” Rae said. “It’s ridiculous.”

She was about to go into the kitchen and get Jessup a second cup of coffee, when he reached over and pulled her down on top of him.

“It’s just a joke to you,” he whispered. “You’ve got five more years. You’ve got time. I’m the one who has to hurry.”

Jessup kissed her, and Rae wrapped her arms around him. Other women who had kissed only one man in their entire lifetimes might think they were missing something, but Rae certainly wasn’t one of them. Instead, she found herself pitying women who had to settle for anything less.

“Wait a minute,” Jessup told her.

Jessup walked down the hallway to the kitchen, and when he returned he was carrying a blue-and-white mixing bowl. As soon as Rae saw that the bowl was filled with ice cubes, she sat up in bed. He did have a mean streak sometimes, and the first thing Rae expected was that he’d dump the ice on her as a way of letting her know it was time for her to get up and get dressed for work.

“Oh, no you don’t,” she told him.

Jessup held the bowl of ice and grinned.

“I mean it,” Rae said.

“You don’t trust me any more,” Jessup said. “And if you don’t trust me, I don’t see the point in staying together.”

Maybe he meant it, maybe he was having doubts—Rae pulled Jessup back down on the bed. She closed her eyes and forgot about the ice. But later, when they were making love and Rae was so hot she couldn’t stand it any more, Jessup reached for the mixing bowl. He took an ice cube in each hand and then traced the ice along Rae’s skin. Nothing had ever seemed as delicious and cold, and Rae begged him not to stop. But there was something in the way Jessup made love to her that felt desperate; and what made Rae shiver wasn’t the ice, it was noticing that, as he held her, he was looking at the front door.

It was nearly ten o’clock by the time Jessup started to get dressed. The phone had rung several times, but they hadn’t answered. Jessup didn’t talk to Rae. He pulled on jeans, then went to the oak dresser for a clean shirt. Rae sat up and watched him get ready. Jessup never bothered with a comb; instead he stared into the mirror and shook his head until his dark hair fell into place.

“I’m going to have to make up the time I just missed,” Jessup told her.

He spoke into the mirror as he put on a white shirt. Rae found herself wishing that he would look over his left shoulder—then their eyes would meet and Jessup might see how much she wanted him to stay home with her. If he agreed, she’d be willing to take the whole day off. But that morning the temperature was already at one hundred and two, and the car exhaust on Sunset Boulevard had begun to form a pavilion of clouds, and Jessup simply didn’t have the time to look over his shoulder.

“Don’t bother to wait for me,” he said.

Rae didn’t know why she always had the feeling she’d been the one to force Jessup into something—he had been the one who kept coming to see her. Even on the coldest New England day, when the sidewalk was a sheet of ice, she’d look out her window and there he’d be, waiting. But then, after Rae had managed to get out of the house, he always seemed annoyed to see her. And so, Rae never really knew what it was that brought Jessup out to Newton so often.

That winter, when Rae was sixteen, was the last time Carolyn tried to separate them by force. When she realized who it was out there on the sidewalk nearly every day, Carolyn Perry called the police. After they’d taken him down to the precinct house, Jessup was threatened with charges that made him laugh out loud: loitering. But from where she stood in the driveway, all Rae could see was Jessup being hustled into the rear seat of a patrol car. She was certain they were driving him straight to the penitentiary. She ran upstairs, locked her door, and tried to slit her wrists with a nail file.

Carolyn, of course, gave up. She stopped questioning her daughter each time she left the house, and now whenever she looked out the living-room window and saw Jessup outside, Carolyn simply drew the curtains. Rae was delighted with her own courage, but when she told Jessup about the nail file, he wasn’t impressed.

“You’ll never kill yourself that way,” he told her.

But the nail file had changed one thing—Rae and Carolyn no longer spoke to each other, they didn’t even fight. In the mornings, Rae left for school before her mother came downstairs; at night she sat up in her bedroom on the third floor and waited for Jessup to call. Whatever shred of control Carolyn had had before disappeared. Now Rae did as she pleased, and whenever she wanted money she simply took it. If Carolyn noticed the dollar bills missing from her purse, she never said a word, and the silence between mother and daughter grew deeper and deeper, until finally, even if there had been anything for them to say to each other, it would have been impossible to speak.

Then one day, Rae couldn’t find any change in her mother’s purse and she decided to look through the bureau drawers in her parents’ bedroom. In Carolyn’s sweater drawer, between two wool cardigans, Rae discovered a red leather wallet. She knew she had found something important, but she had never expected so much—fifteen hundred-dollar bills, all folded neatly in half.

Without stopping to think, Rae telephoned Jessup and told him she had to see him. That night she ran all the way to the parking lot of the Star Market.

Jessup was crouched by a brick wall; as soon as he saw Rae he jumped to his feet. It had just begun to snow and the parking lot was deserted; it was the kind of night when you didn’t go outside, unless your life depended on it.

“My mother has money hidden,” Rae told Jessup breathlessly.

“Is that what you got me out here to tell me?” Jessup said. “Look, Rae, everybody’s mother has money hidden. My mother has fifty bucks in a plastic bag in the freezer.”

“No,” Rae said. “I mean a lot of money.”

“Oh, yeah?” Jessup said, almost interested.

“Fifteen hundred dollars,” Rae whispered.

It was so cold in the parking lot that Rae could feel her toes freezing through her wool socks and her boots. But she didn’t dare hurry Jessup; she just watched as he stood there and lit a cigarette and thought about her mother’s money.

“I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” Jessup said finally. “We’ll keep that money in mind.”

Rae didn’t know whether to feel disappointed or relieved—she had half expected Jessup to suggest she go right home and steal the money that night. But even if Carolyn’s bankroll was safe for now, when Rae walked Jessup down to the bus stop, she knew she had betrayed her mother. She told herself it didn’t matter; after all, her mother was her enemy now. And in no time Rae forgot all about the money—although maybe she let herself forget because she knew that Jessup was remembering. And two years later, when Rae was nearly eighteen and they were about to leave Massachusetts together, Jessup reminded her.

“I want you to take that money now,” he whispered.

Jessup’s arm was around her and they were sitting in the dark, on the bleachers behind the high school. Rae found herself wishing that she had never told him about the money in the first place. But when she suggested they didn’t really need it, Jessup took his arm away from her, so quickly you’d think he’d been stung.

“Listen, I’ve had that money in mind all along,” he told her. “If you want us to get a car we need that money.” Jessup had been working at gas stations and construction sites ever since he left high school. “How much money do you think I earn?” he asked Rae now. “If you think I earn enough to buy a car, think again. Your mother doesn’t need that money, Rae. We do.”

Rae swore she would do it. But for days she put it off. If she imagined she was giving her mother some extra time to move the money to a new hiding place, it just didn’t work. When Rae finally went to the bureau to check, she discovered that the wallet was in the same exact place, and there was more cash than before, twenty-two hundred dollars. The night before they planned to leave, Rae telephoned Jessup and told him she couldn’t do it.

“Oh, great,” Jessup said. “Here we go. This is just like when you tried to kill yourself with the nail file. You’ve got to learn if you’re going to do something you’ve got to do it right. Do you think I want to hitchhike down south with some underage minor whose parents can have me put in jail? Think about it,” Jessup told her, “and you’ll soon see the attraction of having a car.”

Rae admitted that she saw the attraction.

“If we leave Boston together we do it right, or not at all,” Jessup said.

Rae could hear him breathing into the receiver. She knew that he had pulled the phone into the hallway so that his mother wouldn’t overhear; he was standing there, waiting for her answer—and waiting was definitely something he did not like to do. There was no doubt in Rae’s mind that, given one good reason, he would leave her behind.

“It’s totally up to you,” Jessup told her.

It was her decision, and she chose a night when the sky was so clear that the stars seemed no farther away than the rooftops. As her parents slept, Rae went into their room, carefully opened the dresser drawer, and took out the leather wallet. After that they were able to do it right, just the way Jessup wanted. They bought the Oldsmobile and drove to Maryland, and they never once went back. But even after seven years, whenever Rae couldn’t sleep she blamed her mother. On those nights, Rae could open every window in the apartment and still feel haunted by the scent of her mother’s Chanel perfume. The odor was everywhere, in the sheets and the curtains, in the dishwater and in every kitchen cabinet. And even though Rae knew it was impossible for Carolyn to have tracked her down after all this time, she found herself searching through the closets and kneeling to peer under the bed—and there were times when she actually believed she might find someone hiding.

The scent of Chanel was particularly strong on that Monday when Rae came in late to work.

“Did you have some woman up here?” she asked Freddy Contina.

“I wish,” Freddy said.

Rae turned the air conditioner to fan and opened some windows. It was somehow much worse to smell that phantom perfume during the day; at night there seemed the possibility of an explanation: the woody scent of the bamboo outside the kitchen window, a neighbor’s cologne filtering through the walls, the terrible power of nightmares.

“Speaking of someone being up here,” Freddy said, “I don’t want Jessup in my office while I’m gone.”

Freddy acquired films in Europe and redubbed them; he was leaving that day for Germany, and whenever he was away Rae invited Jessup up for lunch. Although the last time, when Freddy was in Italy, Jessup didn’t touch his food—he spent the entire hour going through the accounts file, and there wasn’t a thing Rae could do to stop him.

“Never bring your personal life into the office,” Freddy advised.

“What have you got against Jessup?” Rae asked.

The two men had met only once; Jessup had asked so many questions you’d think he was interviewing Freddy for a job.

“He’s the mass-murderer type,” Freddy said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rae asked, offended.

“Or maybe the lone-assassin type,” Freddy reconsidered. “I can just see him up in his room, writing in his diary and polishing his rifle.”

The idea of Jessup’s keeping a diary made Rae laugh.

“You don’t know Jessup,” she said.

“That’s just it,” Freddy said. “I don’t want to know him, and I don’t want him in my office, Rae.”

As soon as the car came for Freddy, Rae telephoned Jessup. She was planning to order up from the deli on the corner and put it on Freddy’s account, but Jessup was out on a job and no one seemed to know when he’d be back. Rae could have ordered something for herself, but she felt the urge to escape from the office. She had found a woman’s turquoise earring on the couch in Freddy’s office, but the scent of Chanel was so unnaturally strong that even if Freddy had spent all night with a woman who had doused herself with perfume the aroma would have been gone by now. And yet there it was, in the filing cabinets and the carpeting, just as if Carolyn was in the office. And so Rae went out, even though the air itself was orange and so thick it seemed as if thousands of butterflies had settled above Hollywood Boulevard.

The minute she left the building, Rae knew she had made a mistake. It was noon, and so hot that the few people there were on the sidewalk seemed stunned. When Rae walked past a jewelry store she found herself staring at a tray of gold chains in the window. In all the years they had been together Jessup had never given her any jewelry, not even a cheap silver chain or a semiprecious stone. All at once, Rae ached for a ruby ring. She nearly walked inside and asked to look at a tray of uncut stones, but suddenly she felt as if she was drowning. On the hot sidewalk, in the middle of a city built out of the desert, she was going under. Maybe it was just that she couldn’t get enough air in her lungs, or that the shadows along the boulevard were deep blue. The edges of things had begun to blur, and had she been submerged in ten feet of murky water it wouldn’t have been any harder to take another step.

This had happened to Rae once before, when she was seventeen and had come down with pneumonia. Even after she was released from the hospital everything looked funny, as if bleach had been added to the air, and a hazy filter hung between Rae and the rest of the world. Jessup telephoned her every night, but after he’d called, he hadn’t had much to say. They stayed on the phone for hours, in silence, as if the only way for them to communicate was by telepathy. But once, Jessup had actually said that he missed her.

“What?” Rae had said, certain that she’d misunderstood.

“Are you trying to embarrass me?” Jessup had said. “I said it once, don’t ask me to repeat it.”

There was something about her illness that made Rae fear she would never get well. She could only see white things: the sheets on her bed, the cream-colored walls, the ruffled curtains at her window. Everything else was fading; when she squinted, she couldn’t make out the titles of the books on the shelf.

“I think I may be dying,” Rae told Jessup one night when he called. She could practically hear him smirking. “I mean it,” Rae said. “I think I may be going blind.”

“I’ll tell you what your problem is,” Jessup said. “I’m not there, and the only thing worth seeing is me.”

A few days later a dozen roses arrived. Carolyn considered throwing them out; even though there was no card, she knew who they were from. But she made the mistake of opening the cardboard box, and once she saw the roses she couldn’t bring herself to put them in the trash. Instead, she filled a tall glass vase with water and carried them upstairs. As soon as she saw the expression on Rae’s face when those flowers were brought in, Carolyn knew that she had lost her daughter.

All that week Rae watched the roses, and as they turned from scarlet to a deep, mysterious purple, she felt her vision returning. But when she was allowed to go out again, and she shyly thanked Jessup for the flowers, he acted as if he didn’t know what she was talking about. By then, the roses had withered and Carolyn had tossed them into the trash, and Rae was left wondering if she had imagined the glass vase on her night table. After all, she had imagined other things when her fever was at its highest: a plane that was circling above the ceiling turned out to be just a buzz in her head; a green lion that sat by her clothes closet was only a sweater that had fallen onto the floor. It was possible that there had never even been flowers in her room, and once she was well again, roses really seemed too trivial a thing for Jessup to send.

Even though she had no fever now, Rae couldn’t continue on to Musso Frank’s, where she’d planned to put her lunch on Freddy’s tab. The sidewalk was like quicksand, the next corner seemed miles away. Rae ducked into the closest doorway, the entrance to a place called The Salad Connection. When she leaned against the plate-glass window she could feel the shudder of an air conditioner’s motor; each time a customer walked through the door a rush of cold air escaped, then was swallowed by the heat of the boulevard. Quickly, Rae began to count. She hoped that by the time she reached one hundred, she’d feel strong enough to walk back to the office and lie down in the dark. But she hadn’t even gotten to thirty when she noticed a sign offering free psychic readings every Wednesday and Friday. And that was when Rae stopped counting.

Ten years earlier, when Rae and her mother were engaged in the worst of their fighting about Jessup, they had gone to a tearoom near the Copley Plaza Hotel to have their fortunes read. They’d been arguing about the curfew Rae always ignored, when Carolyn had thrown up her hands, turned, and walked into the tearoom. Rae had followed and they waited, side by side and in silence, until the fortune-teller signaled them to a table. The fortune-teller was hidden beneath fringed shawls and thick rouge; she offered them poppyseed cakes and mint tea, then proceeded with a reading that was dead wrong. To Carolyn, who had a real distaste for boats, she promised a sea voyage. For Rae, a miserable student, there was a scholar’s future. Rae and her mother had looked at each other across the table; in spite of themselves, they smiled. Clearly, this fortune-teller would tell them whatever she imagined they wanted to hear. Of course Rae asked about Jessup. “What about my boyfriend? Will we stay together?”

“Oh, yes,” the fortune-teller had said, and for a moment Rae saw her mother draw back. “Your boyfriend,” the fortuneteller had gone on, “is tall and handsome and extremely shy. Polite, wonderful with children, could become a doctor or a lawyer—an all-around darling boy.”

That misreading had made Rae and Carolyn so giddy that they’d fallen out the door of the tearoom and into each other’s arms. Afterward it was a joke between them: when things seemed dark there was always a place near the Copley Plaza Hotel where it was possible to hear good news for only five dollars.

Good news was exactly what Rae wanted to hear right now, so she went to The Salad Connection, past a buffet table offering only the coolest food—lettuce leaves, cucumber, slices of avocado. Sitting in a leatherette booth, she ordered lunch and decided to skip dessert—if Jessup was thinking about gaining weight, she might as well think about it too. After she’d finished her salad, the waitress brought an empty cup and a pot of Darjeeling tea. There was a white business card on the edge of the saucer:

LILA GREY

47 Three Sisters Street

Readings and Advice—Limited Private Consultations

25 dollars per hour

Good news, Rae saw, had gotten more expensive.

After scanning the room for the fortune-teller, Rae realized that the psychic was at the next table. She had expected something more than a few silver bangle bracelets and a small silk turban. The psychic appeared to be in her forties, with thick gray hair cut on an angle at her jawline, so that when she leaned over to peer into a teacup no client could see her expression or her eyes. But across the aisle separating them Rae could see the psychic’s hands resting on a tabletop, and the long, delicate fingers made Rae uneasy. A woman who picked up a teacup so cautiously might actually be searching for more than good news.

By the time the psychic sat down across from Rae it was nearly one o’clock, and Rae had the sense that if she weren’t careful she might just believe anything she was told. Out on Hollywood Boulevard it was now so hot that the asphalt melted. Whenever people crossed the street their shoes got coated with tar, and the smell of tar made them remember summers in whatever town they grew up in, and they found themselves yearning for lemonade, just as they had on hot days back home when the air hung above them and clouds had the burning, sooty edge of August. Inside the restaurant the air conditioner was turned up higher, and as the psychic raised her arm to pour the tea, Rae felt an odd chill along the backs of her legs.

“You can ask me anything,” Lila Grey, the psychic said. “Just don’t ask me when the heat wave will break because I don’t do weather.”

The fortune-teller in Boston certainly hadn’t asked them for questions; she had taken one look and had quickly decided what they wanted to hear.

“I’ll bet everybody just pours out their whole life story to you,” Rae guessed.

“Not really,” Lila Grey said.

“I’ll bet once they start talking about themselves, they can’t stop,” Rae insisted.

Lila Grey, who had three more tables to go, a dentist appointment in the late afternoon, and a stop at the market before she went home, was not as careful as she might have been. She might have at least looked at her client, but instead she glanced down at her watch. While she thought about having dinner with her husband that evening, out on the patio where it was cooler, Rae just couldn’t seem to stop talking.

“You know, maybe they’ve got a boyfriend, and they don’t know if he’s really in love with them …”

Lila Grey cut her off. “Is that your question?” she asked.

Rae leaned her head against the booth and considered. “I guess it is,” she said finally.

“If you don’t drink your tea, we’ll never know the answer, will we?” the psychic suggested.

As Rae gulped the lukewarm tea, Lila Grey finally took the time to look at her. The booth suddenly seemed uncomfortable, if only because there was now the odor of some strong perfume that was a little too sweet. When she had drained the cup, Rae offered it to the psychic. Lila Grey knew that something was wrong as soon as she touched the handle. She couldn’t even bring herself to lift the cup. Already the tea leaves had begun to settle, and Lila was certain that if she hesitated, even for an instant, she would soon see the outline of the darkest symbol you can find at the bottom of a cup. She pushed the teacup away, then quickly reached for a saucer which she placed over its mouth.

Rae leaned forward. “What is it?” she said.

Lila had always been able to identify the women she had to avoid. The first time the symbol had appeared during a reading she’d taken it as a warning; the second time she’d been tricked by the absence of a wedding band on her client’s left hand and by the dim light in her own living room. She shoved the teacup even farther away, and each one of her silver bracelets slipped down to her wrist. The effect was a sound like a wind chime, one you hear from a very great distance when you’re in the center of the desert and are out of everything: water and hope and luck.

Rae’s throat was dry. “It’s something awful, isn’t it?” she whispered.

Lila didn’t answer. And after all, what was this woman’s unhappiness to her; she had seen misery before, and she’d reworked it, turning bad luck into whatever fortune her client wanted to hear. But this was a fortune no one deserved.

Lila knew enough not to look at Rae. She concentrated and closed her eyes. A wall of blue ice sprang up around her, it was hard as diamonds, impossible to penetrate. Lila was still there in the booth at the restaurant, but she was moving farther and farther away from Rae. She had thought she’d lost the ability to escape, but all Lila had to do was imagine that she was a crow. Her wings were so black they looked wet; beneath her the earth was a small blue globe. Her feathers were unfolding, one by one; and the air was as thin and cold and as pure as glass.

“Please, tell me what you see,” Rae called to Lila, but her voice was tiny, as if she was standing at the edge of the planet calling up into the limitless sky.

“Even if it’s horrible, I don’t care. I want to know,” Rae called.

Her words were pieces of crystal, and Lila was too far away to be pulled back down. To her, gravity was nothing. She could feel the moonlight on her feathers, that cold, white light. It was so beautiful and lonely; it was impossible to be touched by another soul. And with the compassion of one so very far away, Lila looked back down at Rae; she knew the mercy in not telling more than the smallest shred of truth.

“It’s nothing so horrible,” Lila Grey said. “It’s just that I see you won’t be able to sleep tonight.”

That night, Jessup didn’t come home. Rae tried to tell herself that the studio had forced him to work overtime, but she knew no one could force Jessup into anything, and they certainly couldn’t stop him from making one phone call. If early in the evening Rae suspected Jessup might be cheating on her, by midnight it no longer mattered. She’d forgive anything, as long as he came home.

Turning on the radio just made things worse. People in Hollywood were warned to keep their windows closed at night if they didn’t have screens. A band of wild dogs gone crazy with thirst roamed the boulevards; they had begun to push open back doors and circle houses. On Sweetzer Avenue, in a backyard where birds of paradise grew, the dogs had attacked a six-year-old boy in a fight for his wading pool. By the time the police had arrived the boy’s neck was broken. They had managed to shoot a collie, and when an autopsy was performed the oddest things were found in its stomach: a silk scarf; small bones, which had not yet been identified; blue water the color of sapphires; three gold rings.

At two in the morning, Rae was certain she heard the dogs outside her window. The trash cans rattled and fell, and something that sounded like claws hit against the cement walkway. Rae double-locked her windows, and she huddled in an armchair where Jessup usually sat to watch her undress for bed. Tonight, Rae didn’t take off her clothes, because she could tell already, long before she watched the sky grow light, that the psychic had been right.

At seven the next morning Rae made a pot of coffee, and as she poured herself a cup she noticed that her hand shook. She went back to the armchair and waited, and at seven forty-five she finally got what she was waiting for. The telephone rang, and she picked up the receiver before the first ring was through. But after she answered, Rae found she couldn’t speak; staying awake all night had robbed her of her voice.

“Rae, are you there?” she heard Jessup say.

She could tell from the metallic sound of his voice that he was calling from a phone booth. At the very least, he wasn’t in another woman’s bedroom.

“Are you going to speak to me, or what?” Jessup asked.

“I’ll speak to you,” Rae agreed, and she was amazed by how calm she sounded.

Whenever he hurt her, Jessup acted like he was the one who’d been wronged.

“I didn’t come home last night,” Jessup said now. “If you bothered to notice.”

“Oh, I noticed, all right,” Rae said.

Usually, not pressuring Jessup was the right thing to do—but now it backfired, and by the time Rae’s voice traveled to the broiling metal phone booth where Jessup was standing, the cool flatness of her tone infuriated him. He decided it was his right to be cruel.

“I’ll give you a hint as to where I am,” he said. “I’m in the desert.”

She knew he expected her to question him.

“Do you mind telling me in what state?”

“California,” Jessup said. “Outside Barstow. You think it’s hot where you are.”

“Do you mind telling me with who?”

“With who what?” Jessup said. He was enjoying this, she could tell.

“Who are you with?” Rae said.

“Maybe I just wanted to see the desert,” Jessup said. “Maybe I wanted to be by myself.”

Jessup let her sit there in agony for a moment, and then he told her the truth—he was out with a location company that had needed a driver at the last minute. He actually seemed to think this announcement warranted congratulations.

“That’s the reason you didn’t come home?” Rae asked.

“Every jerk in the world is making a movie, and I’m driving them around,” Jessup said. “Do you think that’s fair?”

Rae found herself wondering if it was the coffee that now made her feel so sick.

“Rae?” Jessup said. “Are you still there?”

That was when she knew.

“You’re not coming home,” Rae said, “are you?”

“The shooting schedule is eight weeks, and I think that’s enough time for me to set up my own deal with the producer. I don’t see why I couldn’t direct.”

“Tell me right now, Jessup,” Rae said. “Are you coming home or not?”

“Well, sure I am,” Jessup said. “Eventually.”

The future was so close Rae could feel it; it hung from the white stucco ceiling, and draped itself across the furniture.

“How can you do this to me?” she asked.

“Wait a minute,” Jessup said. “Don’t start pulling this guilt shit on me. Maybe I want to be somebody, Rae—this is a chance for me.”

“Oh, really?” Rae said. “What about me?”

“What about you?” Jessup said, surprised.

She hung up on him. Even after she turned on the cold water in the shower and stood under the spray, Rae could still hear the crash of the phone receiver hitting against its cradle. She stayed in the shower until she was shivering, but after she turned off the water, she felt too exhausted to move. She sat down in the tub and cried. It wasn’t so much that Jessup had left her, it was that after seven years together, Rae felt as if she had never had him in the first place. Outside, the bamboo that grew near the apartment building swayed in the hot wind; when the stalks rubbed together you could swear you heard singing. How could it be that Jessup now seemed like nothing more than a stranger who had telephoned from the desert? Unless he was someone she had dreamed up, and in that case Rae had been sleepwalking for seven years. And she could sit in that empty bathtub from today until tomorrow, and that still didn’t change the fact that only the most dangerous of men would go off and leave you in Los Angeles, to wake up alone.

Outside the front door of a bungalow on Three Sisters Street was a white arbor where roses bloomed all year long. It certainly wasn’t Lila Grey who took care of them; it was all she could do to remember to water the potted geraniums out on the patio. Her husband, Richard, was the one who took care of the yard, and the truth was, he didn’t have much luck. The lemon tree out back was crooked, ivy crept into the windows, the hibiscus dropped its salmon-colored flowers on the walkway.

The entire block seemed ill-fated; once it had been an estate belonging to three young women, a gift from one of the early directors to his sisters. But the gift had not been enough for them; they’d withered there, grown old and sick, and finally they’d refused to leave their house. When the block was sold at auction in the thirties, the grounds were so overgrown that bulldozers had been brought in, leveling everything. Bungalows were built, and as the neighborhood slipped—more crime and more roofs that needed patching—the one thing that remained constant was that it was nearly impossible to grow anything on Three Sisters Street.

But Lila’s husband was a BMW mechanic, and he insisted that plants had to be simpler than a German-made car. He refused to give up. During the heat wave, when the city allowed hoses to be turned on for only an hour each day, Richard became a maniac for water. He scooped out bathwater and soapy dishwater with a metal pail and rationed a little for each of the trees. He joked that working with plants was a part of his heritage—his father was a Shinnecock Indian who had long ago been a migrant worker, his mother a Russian Jew who could never keep a begonia alive on her window sill. When Richard was nine, his parents bought a gas station on the North Fork of Long Island, and Lila knew that the only things that had ever grown there were wildflowers and weeds.

Sometimes, when Richard was out mowing the grass, Lila could look out the window and actually see the grass turning brown beneath the blades. She had the urge to run outside and beg him to give up: they could brick over the lawn, extend the slate patio, chop down the twisted trees and use them for firewood on rainy winter nights. But Lila forced herself to keep quiet, and when she went outside it was only to take Richard a glass of lemonade. If he wanted to believe he could turn the lawn green and force strawberries to appear on the few spindly plants, who was she to tell him he was wrong? But anyone could see that the only thing that would ever grow in their garden were the huge scarlet roses, and they seemed not to need any care at all, not even water—in the neighborhood it was rumored that the roses had once grown by the Sisters’ front door, that they were the last remnants of the hundreds that had once been on the estate.

Lila held with the idea of letting people believe whatever they wanted, no matter how foolish. Her husband believed at least a dozen false things about her, and that was just the way Lila wanted it. Just as Richard imagined himself to be the first man she had ever loved, he believed his wife to be psychic. If he came home early and found Lila giving a private reading in the living room—the lamps turned down, the red silk cloth spread out on the table—he tiptoed down the hallway. Lila didn’t see any point in explaining that her readings depended less on the arrangement of a little water and Darjeeling than they did on the dark circles under a client’s eyes, or the way some people twisted their wedding bands on their fingers, as though the gold irritated their skin. Those moments when she felt some sort of strange, pure knowledge she credited to intuition, no more and no less than anyone else might have. Privately, she felt her clients’ preoccupation with the future was foolish, a sport for schoolgirls and lonely women. But the past, that was another matter. The past could press down on you until every bit of air was forced out of your lungs; if you weren’t careful, it could swallow you up entirely, leaving nothing but a few fragile bones, a silver bracelet, ten moon-shaped fingernails.

Lately, Lila couldn’t look in a mirror without seeing a young girl whose hair was so thick she had to brush it twice a day with a wire brush made in France. When she stood at the sink washing dishes, she could feel herself falling, pulled backward into a well so deep it might be impossible to ever climb back out once you let go. It was pure luck that Richard had managed to pull her back each time. He’d simply be looking for a magazine or a pair of pliers, he’d decide to have a piece of pie and slam the refrigerator door. That was all it took—his presence would bring Lila back and there she’d be, safe in her own kitchen.

But at night she was too far away for Richard to reach her, and Lila found herself dreaming about the apartment in New York where she’d grown up. It was a place where there were heavy drapes on all the windows, and at night the steam heat made a peculiar crying sound that quickened your heart. Lila was eighteen and still living at home. In the mornings she attended an acting class held in a deserted theater on the Lower East Side, but when her parents had had enough—talk of Broadway and Hollywood until they were dizzy—they insisted she find a job. Lila became a waitress at a restaurant on Third Avenue, and it was there, in the late afternoons, that an old woman named Hannie read fortunes in exchange for fifty cents. The cooks in the kitchen were afraid to tell Hannie to leave—they told each other that she wore long, black dresses to hide the fact that underneath she had chicken’s legs. Instead of knees she had knobby yellow flesh, around her ankles there were white feathers. Her eyes, the waitresses all agreed, could put you under a spell and before you knew it you’d be barking like a dog.

Whenever Lila brought over the pots of hot water and raisin buns Hannie ordered, she made certain never to look the old lady in the eye. Lila couldn’t help but notice that for every one in the restaurant who feared Hannie, there was a client who thought the world of her. In June so many girls about to become brides wanted to hear their fortunes that a line formed outside the restaurant on Third Avenue. Nearly all of her clients were women, and each had a slightly dazed look on her face as Hannie opened the purple tin in which she carried her tea. There were times when everyone in the restaurant had to work hard to ignore the weeping that came from that rear table, and on days when a bad fortune was read, everyone in the restaurant grew moody, and to cheer themselves the waitresses munched on chocolate bars, and butter crumb cakes, and figs.

Lila found herself drawn to the old fortune-teller. Each time she took a break, she wound up at a table in the rear of the restaurant, and as she drank a Coke with lemon and ice, she listened in to the tea-leaf readings. It was oddly thrilling to face in the other direction and still hear a tale of heartbreak or hope right behind your back. But though she could hear each client’s complaints quite clearly, Lila could never make out Hannie’s advice. The words were all garbled, too private and low; and Lila found herself moving closer and closer to the fortune-teller’s table, until one day Lila realized that it wasn’t the wall her elbow was resting on, but Hannie’s bony spine. Lila moved away in terror, convinced that before the night was through she’d be howling at the moon. But the old woman smiled at her, then motioned for her to come to her table, and Lila could hardly refuse.

“As long as you’re eavesdropping,” Hannie said when Lila had sat down across from her, “you might as well sit here and learn something.”

From that day on, Lila sat with the old fortune-teller whenever she could, and she no longer had to strain to hear Hannie’s advice. Every time a new symbol appeared in a teacup during a reading, Hannie jabbed Lila’s arm with her finger. On the back of a menu Hannie listed the most important signs: A flock of birds was always sorrow. The flat line of a horizon meant travel. A four-pointed star was a man who would betray you, and a five-pointed star was a man who was true.

Lila began to practice her new skill on her family and friends. She had a natural talent for guessing what was wrong with someone’s life, and in no time she had a following. Some of her mother’s friends slipped her a dollar for good luck when she read for them; the other girls who took classes at the theater brought in Thermoses of hot water and tins of loose tea and they offered Lila earrings and hair clips in return for their future. In the restaurant there were some clients who began to prefer Lila’s readings to Hannie’s, and they sat patiently, ordering cheese danish or mushroom soup, until Lila could take her break. But even after several months, whenever Lila looked into a client’s cup she saw only murky tea leaves, never the future. She began to feel that each time she gave a reading she was committing a robbery. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t see into the future, and when she asked Hannie why this was, the old woman made a sound in the back of her throat that startled Lila, for it sounded exactly like a chicken clucking.

“You could see the future if you wanted to,” Hannie said. “You’ve just decided to ignore it.”

Lila had just fallen in love with her acting teacher, and the future was practically all she did think about.

“Answer me one question,” Hannie demanded. “Why do you think it is that after all this time you never asked me to do a reading for you?”

“Maybe I don’t believe in readings,” Lila admitted. “Maybe that’s why I never really see anything.”

“You think that’s the reason?” Hannie said. The old woman’s black skirt crackled as she leaned forward and took Lila’s hands in her own. That day the luncheon special in the restaurant was pot roast, and the smell of burnt onions was everywhere. It stuck in your throat and brought tears to your eyes. All afternoon, Lila had been wondering if she’d have time to go home after work and wash her hair before she met Stephen. Stephen not only taught acting—he was the second lead in a play off Broadway, and every Thursday night they met in his small dressing room. Lila had already decided to wear a cotton dress with a lace collar, but now, with Hannie holding her hands, Lila wondered if she should wear something warmer. Suddenly she was freezing, and when Hannie closed Lila’s fingers, so that each hand made a fist, Lila could feel the chill all the way from her fingertips to her heart.

“Let me give you some good advice,” Hannie said. “Be careful—otherwise you may discover that you’ve lost the one you love best.”

But at eighteen the only thing more impossible than being careful is listening to an old woman’s advice. “You can see the future,” Hannie had insisted. “All you have to do is open your eyes.” There was the smell of burnt onions, the rattle of dishes in the kitchen, the rustling of the fortuneteller’s black skirts.

And now whenever Lila dreamed, it was of New York. When she woke, she still heard the steam heat, and as she sat in the dark and watched her husband sleep she couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she did have some talent as a fortune-teller after all. There was no doubt in her mind that Rae Perry was the age her own daughter would have been. And she hoped that Hannie had been wrong all those years ago, because if this was what seeing into the future was like, Lila could do very well without that gift.

Jessup had been gone for a week when Rae began to suspect that even more was wrong than she’d thought. A rush of cool air swept the city, but Rae barely noticed the change in the weather—she still felt burning hot. She drank pitchers of water and took her temperature, convinced that she must have some terrible fever. During the day she couldn’t stay awake: she locked the office door and curled up on Freddy’s couch. Then at night, she couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned until the sheets were as twisted as snakes. She grew afraid of the dark, afraid of dreams and noises in the night, and clouds that covered the moon. No matter where she turned in her apartment she always found herself staring at the telephone, even though she already knew that Jessup wouldn’t be calling her again.

On the day she went to see Lila Grey, Rae started out to go grocery shopping, and had made it as far as the vegetable aisle. But the checkout lines were all too long, and the peaches were bruised, and the milk not yet delivered, and Rae wound up deserting her cart near a display of radishes and scallions. After that it was easy—she didn’t even have to think about it. Instead of turning right and walking home, she turned left, and in no time at all she found herself on Three Sisters Street.

Rae knocked on the front door, but as she stood on the porch the scent of the roses overwhelmed her, and before she knew it she was weak in the knees. By the time Lila opened the door, Rae was doubled over.

“I don’t know what happened,” Rae said as Lila helped her inside. “I just collapsed.”

“And you decided to do it here,” Lila said.

Actually, Lila felt panicky, and the only reason she went into the kitchen for some water was to get Rae on her feet and out of the house as quickly as possible. Lila stood at the sink and gulped down a glass of water herself before rinsing out the glass and filling it for Rae. In the living room, Rae took the water greedily, and she didn’t notice that Lila was staring at her until she was done.

“I came to have my fortune read,” Rae explained.

Lila was wearing blue slacks and a white cotton shirt. Without her turban and her silver bracelets she looked like someone you’d meet on line in the market, and Rae felt somewhat ridiculous asking her to see into the future.

“I work by appointment,” Lila said sternly.

She would have said anything then to get rid of Rae.

“It’s an emergency,” Rae confided. “The man I’m in love with left me.”

“If you consider that an emergency, half the women in Hollywood would be here right now.”

Rae could feel herself sinking. “You won’t believe this,” she said. “I think I’m going to faint.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” Lila said. “Not here.”

Lila went back to the kitchen for a bottle of vinegar to hold under Rae’s nose. When some of Rae’s color returned, Lila went to the front door and opened it.

“You’re right—I need air,” Rae said gratefully. “And maybe some more water.”

“Anything else?” Lila snapped, taking the empty glass.

“A cracker?” Rae called after her.

Lila brought out a box of Wheat Thins and a fresh glass of water. She told herself that in less than five minutes Rae would be deposited back on the street.

“This is fabulous,” Rae said as she took out a cracker and bit it in half.

“I don’t think you understand,” Lila said. “I do readings by appointment only. I can’t have anyone just walk in off the street.”

“Oh,” Rae said. She had the other half of her cracker in her mouth, but now she was too self-conscious to chew. The Wheat Thin expanded, swelling her cheek.

If Rae hadn’t looked so pathetic, Lila might not have sat down in the rocking chair and reconsidered.

“When did he leave you?” Lila asked.

“A week ago,” Rae said. “If I knew he was coming back I wouldn’t mind waiting. I really wouldn’t.”

“Twenty-five dollars,” Lila said. “And I don’t take personal checks.”

Rae reached into her purse and counted out two tens and a five.

“I hope you understand that you may not like what I have to say,” Lila warned her.

“I don’t care,” Rae said. “I’m ready for anything. You can tell me everything you know.”

Lila had no intention of doing that. This reading was not for Rae, but for herself. A simple thing like going into the kitchen and filling the teapot was suddenly an act of courage. Lifting the teapot onto the stove’s front burner seemed to take forever; time was moving in that odd way it does when you are terrified of what may happen next, and your senses are slow and dull. As the water began to heat up, Lila looked out into the yard. Richard stood on a stepladder and picked lemons off the tree. A neighbor called across the hedge and Lila could hear the two men discuss fertilizer. But after a while Lila could no longer hear their voices; she couldn’t hear the thud of lemons as they dropped into a wicker basket. Instead, she heard the flare of Hannie’s stiff black skirts as the old woman shrank back and moved against the wall. Lila had brought Stephen to the restaurant just to meet Hannie, but now she could see that she shouldn’t have. Hannie looked right through Stephen, even after he had given her his most winning smile, the one that worked on nearly everyone. When he asked the old woman for a reading, she laughed out loud—but it was a hollow sound that echoed in the kitchen and made the cooks put down the knives they were using to cut up potatoes for soup and stare at each other uneasily.

“Lila talks about you all the time,” Stephen said to Hannie. “Don’t tell me that now you won’t tell my fortune.”

Hannie hadn’t answered. Instead, she gave him one long look, and the heat she threw off nearly burnt a hole right through him.

“I don’t need tea leaves to tell you his future,” Hannie said to Lila, just as if Stephen weren’t there.

Stephen stood up; he went to the counter and didn’t look over his shoulder. And there Lila was, in the middle. Now, Hannie wouldn’t look at her either, and when Lila reached for the old woman’s hand, Hannie’s fingers seemed to retract, and Lila was left holding on to the table. Lila made her decision then and there; she got up and followed Stephen to the counter—although when he put his arm around her, Lila swore he was doing it for spite, more for Hannie’s benefit than anything else. Of course, Hannie’s rejection only made Stephen even more curious, and from that time on he was after Lila to read his tea leaves. But even then, Lila must have had some hint as to what would happen, because she refused him again and again.

Stephen had grown up in Florida, and when she was with him Lila found herself dreaming about oranges and salt water and endless white beaches where there wasn’t a soul. There was nothing she would not do for him, and when Stephen decided that Hannie was a bad influence—a madwoman who could do nothing but harm an impressionable girl—Lila stopped sitting at the old woman’s table during her breaks. Soon, Lila stopped telling fortunes; she threw away the tins of tea she kept in her mother’s kitchen, she told her aunts and her girlfriends it had just been a game. But as she served customers in the restaurant, she could feel the old woman watching her and she grew clumsy, spilling tumblers of water and bowls of boiling-hot soup. What she missed more than anything were those late hours when business in the restaurant was slow, and she’d sit at Hannie’s table, asking for another story about the village where the fortune-teller had grown up—a town nearly cut off from the rest of the world by forests where nothing but pine and wild lavender grew. Now she dreaded that time of the day, and although she tried to stand up to the disappointment on Hannie’s face, it grew clear that the only solution to the distance between the two women was more distance. Lila quit her job at the restaurant and took another, at a Chock Full o’ Nuts around the corner, where there wasn’t the slightest danger that a waitress might talk to a customer.

Lila had to admit there were problems in her love affair: Stephen was married. But people did divorce, and all his marriage meant to Lila was that they couldn’t go to his apartment. Instead, they met in a dressing room, or in the borrowed apartment of an actress friend who was often on the road. They stole things when they were in the actress’s apartment: tins of sardines, pints of cream, earrings made out of glass. These small thefts bound them together, and when they were in the actress’s bed Lila could almost envision their future together. They would sleep late on Sundays once he was free, a kiss would last forever, every cup of tea they drank would be sweetened with two spoons of sugar and utterly free of tea leaves.

But most of the time they were forced to meet in the dressing room, and whenever they were there it didn’t seem to matter how hard Lila tried not to look—she always found herself staring at the small photograph of Stephen’s wife. Not that he had ever lied to her or led her on. When the run of his play ended, Stephen planned to go to Maine for the summer—his wife’s family had a house there. Stephen called it a cottage, but Lila had seen a photograph. It was a huge white house on the edge of a peninsula which jutted into a bay that froze solid from October to May. In her dreams, Lila was haunted by this house; a cold wind moved through the rooms turning every object to ice. Even the arms of the wooden rocking chairs on the porch were coated with frost. That summer house became Lila’s enemy, and she knew that it was just a matter of time before it claimed Stephen and Lila would be left with even less than she’d had before.

She did everything she could to prolong the run of his play. She used up her salary buying tickets which she gave away to distant cousins and neighbors. Every night she called the box office, and every night more tickets were available. At last, Stephen told her that the play was about to close. A part of Lila believed that if she just had time enough she could persuade Stephen not to leave her for that house in Maine. But the idea of battling that cold, empty house was simply too much, and her weapons too fragile—nothing more than desire and youth. Since she was about to lose him anyway, she decided she wouldn’t ruin their last night together. But of course, it was ruined even before it began: when she got to the dressing room, Stephen had already boiled water for tea and he begged her to tell his fortune. Lila knew enough to be sure that if she refused him this time, they would argue and she would wind up in tears. And then Stephen would softly whisper that he could never stand to see a woman cry, and he would ask her to leave. So she sat across from him at a small wicker table and watched him drink his tea, although just the movement of his hand as he reached for the teacup nearly broke her heart.

“I especially want to know if I’ll be famous,” Stephen said. “Of course, I wouldn’t mind being exceedingly rich.”

He had come around so that he stood behind Lila. He put his hands on her shoulders and bent down. As he spoke, Lila could feel his breath on her neck. And she knew, even before she looked, that in the center of the teacup there would be a four-pointed star.

Lila told him exactly what he wanted to hear.

“I can see that you’ll have everything you ever wanted,” she told him, but then, the moment Stephen looked away, Lila dipped her finger in the teacup and stirred up the leaves. She still did not believe in the symbols Hannie had taught her, but it was so much easier to invent a future when the only distraction was the heat of her lover’s breath. The predictions she offered Stephen were each more delightful than the next. His children would swim like fish and recite the alphabet before their second birthdays; his summers on that cold, glassy bay would be endless; and as for fame, his name would be remembered forever and ever.

To tease her, Stephen tossed a dollar down on the table, and then he pulled her down on the couch. But although she embraced him, Lila couldn’t look at him. Instead, she stared up at a small window that was screened with heavy black mesh. That night the moon was so huge that it broke through the screen and filled the room with light. As they made love, Lila felt her spirit being pulled out of her. The sheet of moonlight was wrapping itself around her. Her bones were as brittle as ice, and the skin beneath her fingernails turned a startling blue. The tighter Stephen held her, the more lost Lila was. She was farther and farther away from the earth, up where the air was so thin it was always winter, and breathing alone hurt your lungs and left tears in your eyes.

When Lila reached up her arms it was the moon she reached for. To embrace this lover she had to leave her body behind. She could see herself on the couch with Stephen—her arms and legs covered with a watery film, her mouth wide open. It seemed a pity for Stephen to think she was there with him. Up in the air she was weightless, and her hair turned into feathers that were so black you couldn’t see them against the night. That was when the light entered her, and as it did Lila could see the future. It unfolded to her cell by cell, second by second. At first she thought she heard the rapid flapping of a bird struggling for flight, but when Lila listened closely she knew it was the sound of another heart beating.

The very next evening, Lila waited outside the restaurant at closing time. She couldn’t bring herself to go in like some customer off the street, and so she decided to follow the old woman home. It was a cool night, and the air was damp. Lila made sure to stay a block behind Hannie; she was frightened of being discovered, then having to beg for a reading on a street corner. They walked for a very long time, Hannie leading the way through a maze of streets, behind Chelsea, near the river. The streets were made of cobblestones—no one had ever bothered to tar them over. There was no traffic here, not even the underground shudder of the subway. No one lived here except for a few old women who carried their belongings in paper bags and pillowcases, and, in the abandoned buildings, feral cats, quick, underfed animals who hunted for pigeons on the fire escapes.

When Lila could no longer tell east from west, Hannie stopped outside the door of an old rowhouse and let herself in. Lila watched as the lights inside were turned on; in the window sat a huge, tawny cat—no relation to the wild cats on the fire escapes—and, Lila was sure of this, there was the impossibly delicious smell of bread baking. As she stood there, Lila imagined what it would be like to follow Hannie inside: the house would be warm and silent, there would be bread and butter and tea. You could sleep here all night and not even hear the wind. And if others missed you, they’d never find you unless you wanted them to. Not in a million years.

Lila began to think of her own mother, and of her own bedroom, where she had slept every night of her life. She could tell Hannie was waiting for her, but she felt a sudden wave of homesickness. She panicked and began to run. It was dark now, the sky purple at the horizon, and Lila thought she heard an anguished echo from the rowhouse, like a bird caught between wires. She was terrified that she was lost, but she never once stopped running. After a while she began to feel the rumble of buses, and she realized that she was looking up, and that the position of the stars had guided her back to Tenth Avenue.

That night, safe in her own bed, Lila couldn’t sleep. The next evening she returned to the restaurant, but this time when she followed Hannie the fortune-teller disappeared around a corner after they crossed Tenth Avenue. Nothing seemed familiar to Lila, and she had to struggle so hard to get out of the maze of streets that by the time she stumbled across the avenue, she was in tears. She knew then that in turning away that first time, she had lost her chance. She was certain that Hannie had seen her and that she no longer trusted Lila, she didn’t even want Lila to know where she lived. For weeks Lila tried to get up the nerve to go to the restaurant and see Hannie. She was obsessed with having her fortune read; she was desperate to know what her future would bring, and each day she grew more troubled, and ten times as lonely as she had been the day before. At night she dreamed of Stephen, asleep in a hammock on the porch of that house in Maine. She dreamed of birds and gold wedding rings, and she no longer felt safe in her own bedroom. She stopped taking classes at the theater. The new teacher was nothing compared to Stephen, and besides, Lila already knew, she hadn’t any real talent after all. In July she went back to the restaurant, and although she didn’t actually go inside, she felt a little braver. By the end of the month Lila was ready to face Hannie, to walk past the row of waitresses and the cooks, and ask to have her tea leaves read. Lila never once guessed that Hannie hadn’t seen her and purposely avoided her in the alleys and cobblestone streets, just as she never knew that when the old woman squinted as she read tea leaves it wasn’t in order to see the future more clearly, but because she was blind in one eye. Every day, when business was slow, Hannie sat at the rear table, waiting for Lila. But by the time Lila had the courage to come back she hadn’t menstruated in two months, and she no longer needed to have her fortune told.

As she waited for the water in the teapot to boil, Lila tried not to think of the old fortune-teller. She watched through the window as her husband climbed down from the stepladder, but all she saw was moonlight, all she heard was the sound of cats’ claws on the fire escapes, and the cool, damp air left her shivering.

Outside, Richard turned on the sprinkler. Now that the heat wave had passed, the city had lifted all water restrictions, and in every backyard there was the smell of damp earth. It was a heartbreaking scent, one that left you longing for everything you once had and lost. And although the tea was ready to be served, and Rae was waiting, Lila was really too cold to go back into the living room. Twice Lila had read for pregnant women; both times a small, still child had risen to the surface, before being pulled down into the center of the cup. She had lied, of course, and when she wept her clients had thought it was their good fortune that affected her so. If the symbol appeared a third time, Lila would again fail to mention that the child she saw was not moving, that it did not breathe or open its eyes. Whatever the shape of the tea leaves, Lila would advise Rae of her pregnancy, and tell her nothing more. She would fold her twenty-five-dollar fee into her pocket, and then, after Rae had left, she would stand with her back against the front door and cry. But there was never any hurry when you were about to tell someone that her life would be changed forever, and because the sunlight in the backyard was so warm and bright, Lila slipped out the back door, and she ran across the patio to throw her arms around her husband.

After the reading, Rae had no one to talk to. Jessup had never believed in friends.

“What’s the point?” he had always said. “You get yourself a friend and the first thing they want is to borrow something from you. Next they want to tell you all their troubles. Then look out—because then they’re mad that they owe you something, plus you know all their secrets, and they’re not so sure they want you knowing so much after all.”

What Rae wanted more than anything was a friend, a woman who would tell her that Lila’s prediction had been all wrong. But when she really thought about it, she had to admit that there wasn’t a friend on earth who could have convinced her that her swollen ankles and the wire stretched tight inside her stomach were anything other than signs of pregnancy. Her period was four weeks late, and she had lost her taste for coffee. What frightened Rae was not being pregnant, but having to tell Jessup about it. Jessup didn’t even like to be in the same room with a child. He referred to children as midgets, and he had often suggested that orphans be put out on ice floes and left to drift into the cold, blue sea.

Once before Rae had thought she might have to tell Jessup he would be a father. They were living in a garden apartment in Maryland and it was so hot that September that you never saw any people—everyone stayed where it was air-conditioned. It was their first home and Rae wanted it to be perfect. She taught herself how to cook, which was a real accomplishment considering she had learned nothing from her mother. Any time Carolyn started to cook she began to cry—just cutting up a leek or reaching for a bottle of olive oil was enough to set her off. She would have been astounded to discover that her daughter bought fresh blueberries for jam, grew her own tomatoes for gazpacho, melted bars of imported chocolate for mousse. By the time Jessup got home from work the table was always set and candles had been lit. But before she brought the meal to the table, Rae had to wait for Jessup to get ready. He was working with a construction crew building an addition to the local high school, and he came home caked with red dirt. Every evening, while Jessup soaked in the tub, Rae watched the candles burn down and she worried about the high-school girls Jessup was bound to meet. She was sure that if she ever lost him she would stay locked up in the air-conditioned apartment forever; and she always had the feeling she was losing him, no matter how hard she tried to please him.

One night, as they sat down to scallops and fresh string beans, Jessup picked up his fork and moved and the food around his plate, as if he didn’t know what else to do with it. His skin was dark from working outside, and his eyes were bluer than ever.

“Boy,” he said as he touched a bean with the prongs of his fork, “you really go for this stuff, don’t you, Rae?”

Rae had spent the morning searching for scallops; a raspberry tart was still baking.

“I thought you’d like scallops,” Rae said shyly.

“Me?” Jessup said, surprised. “I’d rather have hamburgers.”

Jessup ate a scallop, but Rae could tell he was forcing himself. She never used a cookbook again—after all, there was no point in cooking for someone who couldn’t tell the difference between a gâteau au chocolat and a defrosted Sara Lee cake. But once she had stopped cooking there wasn’t much for her to do but watch the clock and wait for Jessup. Each day when he came home after work, Rae was so relieved that she hadn’t lost him that she didn’t wait for him to take a bath—she pulled him down onto the living-room floor where they made love, and when they were through Rae’s skin was streaked with the red dirt Jessup brought home. Afterward Rae stayed in the living room while Jessup went into the bathroom to run the water in the tub. She could never figure out why she felt so lonely, and whenever Jessup called to her, inviting her into the bathtub, Rae closed her eyes and pretended not to hear him. After a while he must have assumed that she liked to be by herself after they made love, because no matter how much he had wanted her, by the time they were through, he just walked away, as if she were a stranger.

It was right about that time that Rae began to think she was pregnant. There were certainly signs: her period was late and she had gained five pounds. But the oddest thing of all was that Rae suddenly had the desire to talk to her mother. One day, while Jessup was at work, Rae called home. When her mother picked up the receiver and said hello, the sound of her voice cut right through Rae, and she had to force herself to speak.

“It’s me,” Rae said casually. “I’m in a garden apartment in Maryland.”

“I love it,” Carolyn said. “Your father always insists you’re in California. He’s convinced that people like Jessup always wind up on the West Coast.”

“Mother,” Rae said, just as if a year hadn’t passed since they’d last argued, “I didn’t call you long distance to talk about Jessup.”

“I’ve tried to understand why you’d run away with him, but I can’t,” Carolyn said.

“Stop trying,” Rae said. “You’ll never understand me.”

“If you would just call your father at the office and tell him you’re sorry. Tell him you made a terrible mistake.”

“But I didn’t!” Rae said.

“You’re never planning to come home,” Carolyn said suddenly, “are you?”

“I don’t know,” Rae admitted.

“It’s just as well,” Carolyn said. “Your father would never allow it—not unless you proved to him that you had changed.”

Rae felt herself grow hot. “And you’d just agree with him?” she said.

Carolyn didn’t answer.

“Mother!” Rae said. “Would you agree with him?”

“Yes,” Carolyn said. “I would.”

Rae could hear the Oldsmobile pull up. She dragged the phone over to the window and lifted up one venetian blind. Jessup got out of the car and took off his blue denim jacket.

“I have to go,” Rae told her mother.

“I’m in the middle,” Carolyn said. “Don’t you see?”

Jessup was at the front door; he knocked once, and when Rae didn’t answer he fumbled for the key.

“I just called to let you know I was all right,” Rae said, but she wasn’t—she’d never felt more alone in her life. Any second Jessup would walk through the door—if he discovered that she had called Boston there might be a scene. He might tell her to take the bus back home if she missed the place so much, and now Rae knew that she couldn’t—by now they had gotten rid of the furniture in her bedroom, they had probably changed the locks on all the doors.

“Is that the only reason you called?” Carolyn said in a small voice, as though she actually expected Rae to say that she missed her.

“I really have to go,” Rae said, and she hung up the phone and ran to get the door just as Jessup was letting himself in.

That night she couldn’t sleep. She went into the living room and sat in the dark, the phone balanced on her lap. She dialed the area code for Boston, and then the number for the local weather report. It was much colder in Boston—forty degrees—and by morning a pale frost would appear on the lawns and between cabbage leaves in backyard gardens. On nights when she couldn’t sleep, all Rae had to do was ask Jessup to hold her and he would; he might even sit up with her and watch a movie on TV if she asked the right way. But right then, the only person Rae wanted was her mother. If she closed her eyes she could smell Carolyn’s perfume, she could feel how cold the windowpanes were in her third-floor bedroom on nights when the moon was full and a web of ice formed on the glass.

Later, when it was nearly dawn, Rae went into the bathroom. When she discovered a line of blood on her thigh, she sat down on the rim of the tub and cried. The sky had turned pearl gray and the crickets were still calling when Rae got into bed beside Jessup. She could tell he was dreaming; he held on to the pillow so tightly that his knuckles were white. As Rae pulled the sheet over them, Jessup woke up.

“I was dreaming,” he said.

“I know,” Rae told him. “I was watching you.”

“It was summer,” Jessup said. “There were a million stars in the sky and I was waiting outside your house, but you didn’t see me.”

Rae put her arms around him. “I saw you,” she told him, but Jessup was already back asleep.

After that night, Rae risked the subject of children every now and then, but Jessup’s reaction was always the same.

“Take a good look at me,” he would tell her. “Do I look like somebody’s father?”

Rae had to admit that he didn’t. Even when she really tried she couldn’t imagine him getting up at two in the morning, or changing a diaper, or shopping for a crib.

“All a baby will do is come between us,” Jessup warned her. “Is that what you want? Because if that’s what you want let’s go into the bedroom right now and make the biggest mistake we ever made.”

But this time there was a difference. This time Jessup wasn’t around to convince Rae that it was a mistake. Jessup was out in the desert where the moonlight turned nights colder than any winter in Boston. He was turning in his sleep, unaware that Rae had already decided. Whether he liked it or not he was about to become somebody’s father.

Rae took the bus to Barstow on a day when it was impossible to look at the sky and not think of heaven. After a while there was less traffic and the road opened up. Now, each passenger who got on brought some of the desert into the bus, so that a fine cover of sand drifted across the aisles. Even through the dusty windows you could tell how blue the sky was, and all along the roadside there were tuberous wildflowers that were so sweet they attracted bees the size of a man’s hand.

At noon the sky turned white with heat, and Rae saw her first real mirage. There was a line of coyotes along a ridgetop, but when she blinked they disappeared. There was nothing in the distance but pink sand and low violet clouds, and of course it wasn’t the right time of day for coyotes anyway. They waited for the temperature to fall before they came down from the mountains. Then they walked in single file, circling deserted adobe houses, making a noise in the back of their throats that made you think they were dying of loneliness.

When Rae got off the bus the air was so dry that it stung. She found a phone booth and called every motel listed; the film crew was registered at the Holiday Inn on Route 17, but the desk clerk told her that everyone had gone out on location. Rae took a cab to the Holiday Inn. She’d hoped to get into Jessup’s room so she could take a shower and order room service before he got back, but the desk clerk refused to give her the key. After all, what rights did she have—they weren’t even married.

By the time she had ordered a grilled cheese sandwich in the coffee shop, Rae was furious. It seemed as if Jessup had purposely not married her just so that one day she’d be kept out of his room at the Holiday Inn. She had wanted to get married all along, but Jessup felt it was a meaningless act. What difference did a piece of paper make—he pointed out his own father, who hadn’t bothered with a divorce from Jessup’s mother before disappearing, and then clinched his argument by bringing up Rae’s parents, whom he called the most miserable couple on earth.

“We’d be different,” Rae had promised. Carolyn had been married in a blue suit, as if she had already given up hope. Rae planned to wear a long white dress.

“We already are different,” Jessup had said. “We’re not married.”

After thinking about it, Rae had panicked—if Jessup died she couldn’t even legally arrange for his funeral. Dressed in black, she’d have to stand on a runway at Los Angeles Airport and watch as his body was shipped back to his mother in Boston.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jessup had told her. “If you’re really concerned I’ll send my mother a postcard and tell her you get to keep the Oldsmobile and my body.”

Rae left the coffee shop and went to sit by the pool. Had she been allowed up to his room, she would have shown him. By now she would have ordered baskets of fruit and chilled champagne. Instead, she found some change at the bottom of her purse and got a soda from the vending machine. The heat rose higher and higher and no one dared to venture out of the air-conditioned rooms, but there she was, on a plastic chaise longue beside the pool—all because he had never bothered to marry her. The fact that he was out on location was what really upset her, because there was absolutely nothing worse than taking a long bus trip and having it end with no one there to meet you.

The last time Rae had taken such a trip, she was eight years old. She and Carolyn were going out to a rented summer house in Wellfleet; they had left a few days early so that everything could be in order by the time Rae’s father drove down for the weekend. The trip had been a disaster—Carolyn got sick and the bus driver had to pull off onto the shoulder of Route 3. As the other passengers watched, Carolyn stood on the asphalt and tried to breathe.

“It’s nothing serious,” she told Rae when she returned, but Rae noticed that her mother was gripping the upholstered seat in front of them, and that her fingers were swollen and white.

By the time they got to Wellfleet, Rae felt sick, too. Carolyn had misplaced the key and they had to climb into the house through an unlatched window. Rae stood in the middle of the dark living room as her mother stumbled over to the wall to find the light switch. She could actually feel the goose bumps rise on her arms and legs. Later, Carolyn made up a bed for her with clean sheets, but Rae couldn’t sleep. She could hear crickets and the hum that lightning bugs make when they’re trapped in the mesh of a screen window. The walls in the house sagged and creaked, and there was an owl’s nest in the chimney so that a muffled hooting echoed from inside the bricks. Carolyn couldn’t sleep either; she came into Rae’s room late at night and sat at the foot of the bed.

“It’s not an accident that you have red hair,” Carolyn said. She lit a cigarette, and in the dark the smoke spiraled up to the ceiling. “When I was pregnant with you I bought a pair of red high heels made in Italy. Even though I couldn’t really wear them because my feet had swollen, sometimes when I was alone I put them on and just wore them around the house. That’s the reason you have red hair.”

“No it isn’t,” Rae said.

The hum of the lightning bugs was growing fainter, although Rae could still see patches of light caught in the window.

“I’ll bet you anything it’s the reason,” Carolyn said.

“What if you had worn purple shoes?” Rae challenged.

“You would have had black hair that was so dark it would look nearly purple at night.”

“Green?” Rae asked.

“Pale blond hair that turned green every time you swam in a pool with any chlorine in it.”

By the time she fell asleep Rae had forgotten about the business on the bus, and the sound of the owls had become as regular as a heartbeat. But that weekend, when Rae’s father drove down, Rae could tell that something was wrong between her parents. Usually, they argued—now they just didn’t speak. The silence in the house was suffocating, but then, on Sunday, Rae found something on the front porch that made her think August wouldn’t be so terrible after all. It was a cardboard shoebox, and inside was a pair of ruby-colored plastic beach shoes. When Rae slipped them on they fit perfectly, as if they’d been made for her.

She meant to go inside and thank her mother for the gift, but the shoes simply had to be used, so she walked past the salt marsh, down to the beach. Even when she ran into the water she kept her shoes on, and she walked for nearly two miles and didn’t come home until dinnertime. Rae went around to the back of the house where she could rinse off her shoes under a metal faucet, but she stopped by a mock orange shrub that was covered with white flowers. Carolyn was out there on the back porch, and she was breathing in that same way she had when she’d asked the bus driver to pull over. Rae’s father was standing behind the screen door to the kitchen, looking out.

“If you’re so miserable why don’t you leave,” he told Carolyn.

The sky was as blue as ink, and when Rae licked her lips she could taste salt. There was a slight wind, and Carolyn’s skirt rose up, like the tail end of a kite. Right then what Rae wished for more than anything was that her mother would have the courage to take Rae and get back on the bus and leave him.

“But if you stay,” Rae’s father said through the screen door, “I don’t want to hear any more complaints. I’d just as soon not talk at all.”

In the shadows by the side of the house, Rae crouched even lower and held her breath. She expected Carolyn to call out her name, and when she did Rae would stand up and her mother would grab her hand; then they’d run past the high white dunes, and keep running until they reached the center of town.

But Carolyn didn’t call out her name, she just stood at the porch banister, then she turned and went inside, and the screen door slammed behind her. Even then, Rae could tell when someone had given up, and as she stood out in the yard she felt betrayed. Later, when she went inside, Carolyn was setting the table for dinner as if nothing had happened, and Rae’s father was starting a fire in the fireplace to get some of the chill out of the house. As they ate canned soup and tunafish sandwiches, Rae could hear the sand crabs outside, scrambling through the dunes. When a log in the fireplace popped Rae was certain that Carolyn shuddered. That was when Rae decided she would never trust her mother again; she could never love someone so weak, someone who couldn’t even tell her husband not to light a fire because on the top of the chimney there was an owl’s nest made of sea grass and straw.

All that summer Rae kept to herself, even during the week when her father wasn’t there. She hid the red shoes at the back of the closet in her room, and when they left Wellfleet at the end of August, Rae left the red shoes behind, relieved to know that even if they rented the same house again, those shoes would never fit her the following year.

As she waited for Jessup by the pool Rae fell asleep and she dreamed about the house in Wellfleet. In her dream, Carolyn stood out on the back porch. It was late at night and the sky was black. As Rae watched, her mother disappeared, slowly dissolving in the salt air until there was nothing left on the porch but some fine white powder. When Rae woke up it was after five and the lounge chair had left ridges all along the side of her face. There was absolute silence, except for the wind and the sound of metal chimes hung along the outdoor balcony.

Every room on the second floor opened out to a painted blue walkway, and each room had a view of the pool. But when Jessup had gotten back an hour earlier, he hadn’t bothered with the view. He had picked up a bottle of tequila after work, and as soon as he got into his room he pulled the drapes closed and ran a bath. When Rae knocked on his door, Jessup was sitting in a tub of cool water, his feet propped up on the far rim. He was drinking tequila out of a Dixie cup, and wondering why lifting a few pieces of sound equipment had left him feeling like an old man. He heard the first knock on the door but decided to ignore it. Tonight he didn’t care about extra pay, he wasn’t working overtime. He leaned his head against the cool ceramic tiles behind him and listened to the echo of water running through the pipes as someone on the floor above him ran the shower.

The longer she stood out there in the sun, the more Rae felt like crying. She had promised herself she would be calm; she had gone over this a hundred times in her head, and she planned to argue her case reasonably. But she didn’t feel reasonable. She was certain that Jessup was in because the desk clerk had assured her he had picked up his key, and Rae wound up pounding on the door. When Jessup finally answered he had a towel wrapped around his waist and he was dripping wet. Rae walked right past him and sat in a tweed armchair. The room was small enough for her to lift her legs and reach the bed; she rested her shoes on the clean bedspread and looked up at him. Jessup had closed the door behind her, and now he was trapped. The only way for him to get anywhere was to jump over Rae’s legs. And there was something else in Rae’s favor—Jessup wasn’t wearing clothes and somehow that made things fairer.

He sat down on the bed and put a hand on Rae’s ankle. “Look who’s here.”

“You bet I’m here,” Rae said.

The air conditioner was on, and the sound got between them. It was difficult to hear, and neither of them wanted to shout. In spite of herself, Rae thought he looked better than ever—he certainly wasn’t wasting away.

“I wish I could explain some of the things I’ve done lately,” Jessup said. “But all I can say is I’m going through some sort of crisis.”

They both laughed at that, and Rae laughed a little too long. Before they knew it, she was crying.

“Come on, Rae,” Jessup said. “Please.”

“Goddamn you,” Rae said.

Jessup shook his head sadly. “I know,” he agreed.

Rae took a shower while Jessup got dressed. She rehearsed the right way to tell him she was pregnant, but the thing was she didn’t quite believe it herself. She didn’t look any different; it could very well be a mistake. When Rae got out of the shower and dressed again there was sand in her clothes and it stuck to her damp skin. She couldn’t stop herself from imagining the worst. What if a monster was growing inside of her, something made out of blood and flesh that wasn’t quite human. It might be her punishment; it had to happen to somebody—somebody’s baby had to be misshapen, somebody had to die in a delivery room and be wrapped up in a stained sheet, somebody’s lover had to leave her when he found out she was pregnant.

That night they went out to dinner; they ordered hamburgers and played the jukebox and tried to pretend that nothing was wrong. On the drive back to the Holiday Inn a wind came up suddenly; sand whipped around the Oldsmobile and Jessup had to switch on the windshield wipers in order to see the road. Rae heard the sound of wind chimes each time they passed a house or a trailer, and even though Jessup told her that people in the desert believed the chimes brought good luck, the sound put Rae on edge. The temperature had dropped nearly twenty degrees, but when they reached the motel the wind had begun to die down and Rae saw millions of stars above them. Jessup opened the door to his room, but Rae just leaned over the balcony railing. The night was black and white and so breathtakingly clear that she felt she had never seen the sky before.

Finally, Rae went in. She took off all her clothes and got under the covers. Jessup left a wake-up call for seven, then took off his boots, undressed, and turned out the lights. After he’d gotten into bed he didn’t touch her.

“I’ve been trying to think of ways to explain what went wrong,” Jessup said. He reached for his cigarettes in the dark, and when he lit a match Rae blinked in the sudden light.

“It’s like I’ve been dreaming all these years and I suddenly woke up,” Jessup said. “And here I am. Almost thirty.”

The window in the room was open. It was the time when coyotes came down from the ridgetops; you could hear them howling as the moon rose higher in the sky. As she lay in bed Rae listened to the wind chimes out on the balcony; cars pulled into the parking lot, they idled, then cut their engines.

“I’m glad you woke up,” Rae said bitterly.

“Don’t take it personally,” Jessup told her. “You know what I mean.”

“Well, if you’re planning to leave me we may have a problem,” Rae said. She could feel Jessup’s weight on the mattress; each time he breathed they shifted a little closer together. “The problem is,” Rae said, “I’m pregnant.”

Jessup reached for a glass ashtray and stubbed his cigarette out. When he put his head back on the pillow, Rae knew it was over.

“Are you saying you think you’re pregnant or you know you’re pregnant?”

“I know,” Rae said.

“There are plenty of times you say you know something, and then I find out you’ve made a mistake.”

“Jessup,” Rae said. “I know.”

Jessup sat up in bed with his back toward her. In the room next door someone turned on the television and muted voices drifted through the wall.

“Look, I’m sorry,” Jessup said finally, “but this is impossible. I’m not ready for this.”

Lately, Rae had the sense that everything that was happening to her was really happening to someone else. She pinched her thigh until she could feel the bite of her own fingernails.

“I appreciate the fact that this is a serious situation,” Jessup said. “I really do. But what the hell do you expect me to do about it?”

She didn’t have an answer.

“I’m not going to be somebody’s father.”

If he were anyone but Jessup, Rae would have sworn he was about to cry.

“Here I am in the middle of some sort of crisis and you come and tell me you’re pregnant.”

She knew it for sure now, he was crying. She was glad the lights were out and she didn’t have to see it. She wasn’t angry with him any more, just tired.

“We don’t have to talk about it now,” Rae told him. “We’ll talk tomorrow.” She put her arms around him and pretended not to know he was crying.

“It’s not like I don’t miss you,” Jessup told her. “I don’t want to, but there doesn’t seem to be anything I can do about it.”

She held him until he fell asleep, and then she moved back to her side of the bed. Long after midnight, when she was finally able to sleep, Rae dreamed that she left Jessup in bed and went to the window. She opened it wider and climbed outside. She dropped down two stories, and her feet landed in the sand with a thud. Right away, even though it was dark, she saw the pawprints and she followed the tracks far into the desert. The sand was the color of moonlight and the cactus grew eight feet high. All she had to do was sit down, and the coyote came right over to her, curled up by her feet, and put its head in her lap.

It didn’t seem to matter if the coyote was her pet, or if she’d been captured. When she reached down she could feel its heart beating against its ribs, and she felt elated to be so close to something so wild. She stayed in the desert all night, and by morning she had learned all of the coyote’s secrets: she knew which cactus were rich with hidden water, and how to follow a path along sharp, bone-colored rocks. She knew how to stand so still on the top of a high ridge that rabbits ran right past you, and hawks mistook you for stone and tried to light on your shoulders. At last she knew the moment when the night was so pure, you could fight it all you wanted and still—sooner or later—you’d throw back your head and howl.

When she got back to the motel she climbed up the railing, then crouched on the window ledge. Everyone in the Holiday Inn was asleep, covered by white sheets, dreaming of home. There was sand all along the window ledge and it spilled onto the wall-to-wall carpeting. Once Jessup turned in his sleep, and Rae held her breath. But even though he opened his eyes briefly, he didn’t see her at the window, and he never heard her climb down onto the carpet, where she slept curled up at the very edge of the room.

When Rae woke up it was dawn, and she knew that she had to get out. She needed fresh air, and breakfast, and a change of clothes. Jessup didn’t wake up when she ran the shower; he didn’t hear the window close, he didn’t hear the door. She would think about losing him later, but this morning all she wanted was to get across the desert before noon. She left the motel room exactly as it had been before she arrived. The air conditioner was still on; the pipes in the walls made a murmuring sound; in the bathroom there were a bottle of tequila, a package of disposable razors, a plastic container of Dixie cups. Only two things were missing when Rae left: the car keys were no longer on top of the night table, and out in the parking lot the space where Jessup had left the Oldsmobile the night before was empty. By the time Jessup woke up the asphalt in the parking lot was already beginning to sizzle. By noon it would reach a hundred and fifteen degrees. But by then Rae was already out on the freeway, and with all the windows in the Oldsmobile rolled down, the only thing she could feel was a perfect arc of wind.


PART TWO


ON THE NIGHT LILA GAVE birth to her daughter she had already walked up two flights of stairs before she realized she couldn’t go any farther. She held on to the iron banister and slowly sank to the floor. In the middle of a terribly cold winter, there had been an oddly warm week, with rain instead of snow, and everyone in the city seemed sluggish and out of sorts. Lila’s parents had come to agree that their daughter’s strange behavior was caused by a combination of the weather and the mysterious pains of being eighteen. Ever since autumn, Lila had refused to wear anything but the same wide, blue dress, which hung from her shoulders like a sack. She refused suppers and lunches, yet she looked heavy and she walked as if off balance. At night, the next-door neighbors could hear her crying, and when she finally slept nothing could wake her, not even a siren right outside the apartment building. No one had dared to ask Lila what was wrong for fear she might tell them. And so, it had not been very difficult for her to keep her pregnancy a secret. But on that day in January, when her legs gave out and she sat huddled on the second-floor landing, Lila knew there was just so much you could hide.

Lila was expected home for dinner, but she sat in the stairwell for nearly an hour. Outside the sky filled with huge white clouds. The weather was changing that night, dropping five degrees an hour, and Lila tried to convince herself that the sudden shift in the atmosphere was what made her feel so exhausted and sick. In her calculations she had at least six more weeks to go. Lila was still stunned by what had happened to her, and every time the baby moved she was amazed all over again. On those rare days when she accepted that she was indeed pregnant, she could never quite believe she would actually give birth. Perhaps after nine months of pregnancy the process would reverse itself: the baby would slowly dissolve, forming, at the very last, a nearly perfect pearl, which Lila would carry inside her forever. But there on the stairs, Lila knew that something was happening to her. When she found the strength to stand up a wave began somewhere near her heart; it traveled downward in a rush, and then, without warning, exploded. Suddenly, Lila’s dress was drenched, from the waist to the hem, and as she climbed up the stairs a trail of warm water was left behind that would not begin to evaporate until the following day.

Lila managed to get into the apartment unnoticed, then she undressed and crawled into bed. When her parents realized she was home they came to knock on her door, but by that time Lila’s voice was steady enough to call that she was really too tired to join them for dinner. She closed her eyes then, and waited, and she was in her own small bed, in that room where she’d slept every night of her life, when her labor pains began. At first it was nothing more than mild cramps, as if she had pulled the muscles in her back. But the cramps came and went in a regular pattern, and no matter how hard Lila willed the pain to stop it rose upward; it was climbing to the roof. The movement of time changed altogether; it seemed as if only two minutes had passed since Lila had managed to sneak into her room—but it was more than two hours later when the pain began to take on a life of its own. There was a steady rhythm it complied to, and as the pain gained control, Lila panicked. She jumped out of bed, pulled a blanket around her, then ran out of her room and into the hallway. Lila’s parents had long finished dinner, but her father was still at the table reading the newspaper, and her mother was returning the dishes to the cabinet in the dining room. When Lila’s mother saw her daughter in the hallway with a wool blanket wrapped around her and her dark hair flying wildly, she dropped a large platter which broke into a thousand pieces on the wooden floor.

“Something’s wrong,” Lila screamed. Her voice did not sound at all like her voice, and though her parents were only a few feet away, Lila was certain that she had to yell to be heard. “I have to go to a hospital,” she cried. “Something’s happening to me.”

Lila’s mother ran over and put a hand on her daughter’s forehead to check for fever, but a strong contraction came that made Lila drop down and crouch on the floor. Through the wave of pain, Lila could hear her mother shrieking, and the moment she was able to stand again her mother slapped her face so hard that Lila could feel her neck snap backward. It was then Lila’s parents began to argue and accuse each other of stupidity, lunacy, and every other parental crime possible. They nearly forgot that Lila was there in the room with them. At last, her mother and father both agreed that an ambulance’s siren was too deep a shame for them to endure, and so Lila’s cousin, who was a nurse in the emergency room at Beekman Hospital, would have to be called.

At that point, Lila didn’t really care what was decided. It didn’t matter that her mother was crying hot tears as she telephoned Lila’s cousin, or that her father had already left the apartment, even though he had no place to go—too humiliated to sit in the lobby or ask a neighbor for a glass of water or tea, he went to the stairwell and sat there, and prayed that no one he knew would see him. Lila let them make all the decisions. When they refused to take her to the hospital, she went back to her room and knelt by the side of the bed. After a while, she put her face down on the cold sheet and gripped the mattress with both hands. She felt herself slipping into something dark, and each time a contraction came her waist was ringed with a band of fire. Each time the band grew hotter, until finally it threatened to burn right through her spine. One thing Lila knew: she could not live through this kind of suffering. But even now, she didn’t dare scream and bring the neighbors running. She simply begged for someone to help her, and although her mother must have heard her she did nothing more than come into the hallway and quietly close the bedroom door.

The night grew so cold that when it began to rain the drops froze the moment they hit the sidewalk. There were hundreds of accidents: cars and buses skidded on the icy avenues, lights in hotel rooms flickered as generators came to a halt, pipes froze and then burst, and every frail tree in the city was hidden beneath a shower of ice. Up in her room, Lila was surrounded by black fire. She might have slipped into the darkness forever if her cousin Ann hadn’t arrived a little after midnight. The bedroom door opened slowly, and the scraping of wood against wood sounded like the flapping of some huge bird’s wings. Lila gasped when the sudden light from the hallway filled her room. For one calm moment Lila wondered if she had imagined the pain, and she watched as her cousin took off her gray wool coat and her leather boots. Before the bedroom door was closed Lila had enough time to look out and see her mother peer into the bedroom. At least, Lila thought it was her mother—she wore her mother’s clothes, and was her mother’s shape and size. But if it really had been her mother, wouldn’t she have run into the room and thrown her arms around her daughter and tried to save her? Lila blinked and strained to see, but the figure in the hallway just grew shadowier, and when Lila’s cousin walked toward the door she blocked the light, and then there weren’t even any shadows. There was nothing at all.

When the door closed the sound echoed. Lila could actually feel the sound somewhere beneath her skin. Immediately the room was airless; the heat in the radiator poured out until it was impossible to breathe. That was when Lila knew she couldn’t have this baby.

“I’m sorry,” she told her cousin. “They made you come here for nothing. I’ve changed my mind. I’m not going through with this.”

Ann had been a nurse for eleven years—long enough to know she had better not tell Lila that every woman in hard labor had made the exact same pronouncement.

“I can’t do this!” Lila screamed.

Every neighbor on the floor above could hear her now for all she cared. Her contractions had been coming two minutes apart for some time, but now something changed. She could no longer tell the difference between one contraction and the next; the pain began to run together in a single line of fire. As each contraction rose to its highest peak, hot liquid poured out between Lila’s legs. She couldn’t sit, or lie down—she couldn’t stand. Ann helped her onto the bed and examined her. By the time she was through, Lila was so wet that the sheets beneath her were soaked.

“Give me something,” she begged. “Give me a shot. Put me out. Do anything.”

The pain owned her now; it owned the earth and the air and at its center was an inferno. She was in the darkest time before birth, transition, and even though she didn’t know its name, Lila knew, all of a sudden, that she could not go back. There was nothing to go back to, there was only this pain—and it was stronger than she was. It was swallowing her alive.

She wanted Hannie, that was all there was to it. In the past few weeks she had considered going to see her a hundred times, but a hundred times her pride got in the way, and now it was too late. She tried to imagine the stiff black skirts, and the clucking sound Hannie made in the back of her throat, and couldn’t. There was nothing but this room, and inside the room there was only pain. And even if Hannie had been right beside her, Lila would still have been alone. That was the unbearable part of this pain—no one could accompany you, no one could share it, and the absolute loneliness of it was nearly enough to drive you mad.

Ann went to the bathroom to dampen some washcloths, and when she came back she found Lila standing by the window, looking out. The sidewalk was three stories down, and from this distance the ice that had formed on the cement seemed as cool and delicious as a deep, blue bay in Maine. Ann ran and turned her away from the window. It did no good to think of an escape, or even to wish for one. This was the center of it, and all you had to do was stand your ground—you could not even think about giving up.

When she saw the damp washcloths, Lila grabbed one out of her cousin’s hand and sucked out the water. She was dying of thirst. She would have given anything for a piece of ice, a lemonade, a cool place where she could drift into a deep and dreamless sleep.

“Please,” Lila said to her cousin.

“Just remember,” Ann said, “I’m not going to leave you. I’m going to stay right here with you till the end.”

“You can’t leave me!” Lila cried, terrified and misunderstanding.

“I won’t,” Ann told her. “I’m right here.”

Lila threw her arms around Ann’s neck. She had never wanted to be closer to anyone. Again and again she whispered “please,” but she knew there was no one who could save her. And then something let loose inside Lila, and it was simply beyond her powers to hold it back. She felt a terrible urge to push this thing inside of her out, and when Ann told her she couldn’t push yet, she started to cry. Ann showed her how to pant—it was a trick to fool her body into believing it was breathing that she must concentrate on—but even then Lila’s tears ran into the back of her throat and nearly made her choke. Nothing was working, she couldn’t even pant; she took in more and more air until she started to hyperventilate. Ann began to breathe along with her, and eventually Lila was able to slow her panting to match her cousin’s. Lila stared into Ann’s eyes and the room fell away from her; the city no longer existed. She fell deeper into those eyes—they were the universe, filled with energy and unbelievable light. Lila heard a voice tell her to get back onto the bed. She didn’t feel herself move, and yet there she was, on those damp white sheets with her legs pulled up.

“It’s time,” Lila heard someone say to her. “Now you can push.”

For a moment everything was clear. Lila recognized the ceiling in her bedroom, and the face of her cousin who was a hospital nurse. It seemed that a serious mistake had been made. This could not possibly be happening to her.

It was day now, but the air was so cold that the dawn was blue. Lila sat up in bed; she leaned back against the pillows and pulled her legs up as far as they could go. She pushed for the first time, and when she did she was horrified to hear her own voice. Surely, a sound like that would tear a throat apart. She pushed again, and again, but after more than a hour there was still the same enormous pressure. The only difference was now Lila was so exhausted that she couldn’t even scream. All she wanted was for this horrible burning thing inside her to come out. She found herself thinking the same odd phrase over and over. It’s only your body, she told herself. It was her flesh that had betrayed her, her blood that was on fire. The solution was simple and took only an instant. As her cousin leaned over her and wiped her face with a washcloth, as dawn reflected through windows all over the city, Lila left her body behind.

Her spirit leapt up into the pure white air. The utter joy of such a leap was almost too much for her. Lila rose upward, guided by a perfect beam of light. Below her, she could see her body propped up on two pillows, she could see that her eyes were closed, and that she held her breath as she pushed down with all the strength she had left. But how could she be concerned with a body that twisted and groaned, something that was so far away? Up here, in this strange new atmosphere, everything was silent. The air was so cold it crystallized, and each time Lila opened her mouth to breathe it quenched her thirst. There was the scent of something much sweeter than roses, and Lila wasn’t the least bit surprised to find that her spirit had taken the shape of a bird. What else but a blackbird could swoop so gracefully above a room of pain?

“So now you’re free,” someone was saying to Lila. “Now you know that absolute freedom of leaving your body behind.”

“It was so easy to do,” Lila said. “How could anything be this easy?”

Far below her, Lila could hear her cousin ask who on earth she was talking to. But Lila didn’t bother to answer. Any moment she might have to return to her body, each second was too precious to waste. The blue dawn was nothing compared to the white light that Lila had discovered. And when the time came for her to return to her body, Lila felt such a terrible sorrow that for an instant she thought she might choose not to return at all. She was floating just above herself, still undecided, when she suddenly found herself moved by the struggle beneath her. Her body’s shallow breathing and the beat of her own heart filled Lila with pity; with one tender motion she slipped back inside her own flesh.

This time when she pushed, something hard moved so that it was nearly out. Lila reached her hands between her legs and felt the soft hair on the very top of the baby’s head.

“Oh, my God,” Lila said.

“The next time you push you may feel as if you’ll explode,” Ann said. “You may feel like you’re burning.”

But Lila had already been a spear of flame; she could dance on red coals now and not feel a thing. She bore down harder, and suddenly the baby’s head was free. Lila panted again to stop the urge to push while Ann untangled the umbilical cord from around the neck, and then, with the next push, the entire body slipped out in a rush.

Blood poured from Lila, but she felt strangely renewed. She leaned her elbows on the pillows and lifted herself up so that she could watch as Ann cleaned off the baby and wrapped it in a white towel.

“Is it all right?” she whispered.

“It’s perfect,” Ann told her. “And it’s a girl.”

Lila’s father had come home from a night spent out on the stairway, where it was so cold it could freeze your soul. He and his wife sat on the couch in the living room, rocking back and forth as if in mourning. Behind the closed bedroom door, Ann placed the baby in a dresser drawer on a bed of flannel nightgowns. It wasn’t until after she had delivered the placenta that she told Lila that her parents had already had her contact a doctor who arranged private adoptions.

“But I have to have your approval,” Ann told Lila.

Lila leaned her head back on the pillows and closed her eyes while Ann lifted her legs and put down a clean sheet.

“You have to tell me,” Ann said. “What do you want to do about this child?”

What amazed Lila was how fast it was over, how far outside herself she had gone and how quickly she had returned. Already, the pain she’d felt seemed to belong to someone else. How strange that now she didn’t want it to fade—she wanted to grab on to the pain and claim it for her own.

“I’ll be honest with you,” Ann said. “I don’t really see how you can keep this baby. If you do, your parents won’t let you stay here. Is it fair to keep her, when you can’t even take care of yourself?”

Even though the steam heat in the radiator made a gurgling noise, and buses trapped in the ice strained their engines, Lila swore she could hear her baby breathing as it slept in the dresser drawer. It was at that moment that her heart broke in two: she knew she could not keep this child.

“I want to see her,” Lila said.

“Take my advice,” Ann told her. “If you plan to give her up, don’t see her. Let me just take her away.”

“I know what I want,” Lila said. “Let me see her.”

As soon as her daughter was brought to her and she held her in her arms, Lila knew her cousin was right. But instead of turning her away, Lila held the baby even tighter. Her skin was as soft as apricots, her eyes were the color of an October sky. Lila could have held her forever. She begged for time to stop, for clocks to break, for every star to remain fixed. But none of that happened. Up on the fourth floor the neighbors ran the water in the bathroom, in the hallway outside the apartment there was the scent of coffee.

When Lila gave her daughter up to her cousin’s outstretched arms, the room grew darker, as if she had given away a star. The dresser drawer where her baby had slept was still open, and it would be days before Lila would be able to close it again. But now, as her child was taken out into the coldest winter morning ever recorded in the city, wrapped in nothing but a white towel, Lila did manage to get one last look, and for the first time she knew the loss she would feel from that day onward, every morning and every night, for the rest of her life.

They sent Lila away because she just gave up. By the end of February her milk had gone dry, and the bloody sheets had been cut into pieces and thrown into the incinerator, but Lila still refused to leave the apartment. She couldn’t even sit too close to her open bedroom window, because the breeze from outside stung her lungs. She had grown so used to the still air in the apartment that she had come to dread fresh air and light. You couldn’t tell the hour of the day in Lila’s bedroom when the curtains were drawn. It no longer mattered if it was day or night. If anyone had asked what future she saw for herself at the bottom of her own teacup she would have said endless days without purpose or plans. But then, on a day when the sky was as gray as cement, Lila found herself alone in the apartment. She went into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. And when she opened the medicine cabinet above the sink, it seemed as if she’d had a plan and a purpose all along.

As she slit her wrists with her father’s razor she felt nothing at all. Although when she imagined them finding the body she had to smile: her mother could scrub the floor for weeks with every cleanser on the market, and the blood would still never come off the black-and-white ceramic tiles. But Lila didn’t cut deep enough, and before she could correct her mistake, she fainted and hit her head on the tub. When her mother came home from the market where she’d bought codfish and potatoes and lettuce, Lila was still alive. Most of the blood had spilled neatly into the sink. But although the bathroom floor wasn’t ruined, when the ambulance drivers carried Lila out a trail of blood stained the oak floor in the hallway, and it never washed out.

Two weeks later, when Lila’s wrists were still bandaged in white gauze, they sent her out to East China on the Long Island Rail Road. As Lila handed the conductor her ticket a bit of gauze peeked out from the wristband of her glove, and all the way out to East China she kept her hands clasped together in her lap. Her destination was the home of her great-aunt, Belle, a woman in her seventies who was so hard of hearing she was never quite sure if Lila’s mother had whispered baby or lazy when she called to ask for a room for her daughter. Certainly, Belle never asked what the problem had been, she just sent a taxi to meet Lila at the small wooden railroad station, and her only demand was that her great-niece never use salt when it was her turn to cook dinner.

All through March, Lila tried to feel something. But everything around her seemed bloodless and cold: the bare maple trees, the sound of bats up on the roof in the middle of the night, the empty two-lane road called the East China Highway that ran right by the house and seemed to go nowhere at all. In her cold bedroom in the attic Lila could sleep, but she had no dreams. Each night before she went to bed Lila went to the window and longed for the deep oblivion of the sky. She had no energy, nothing left to give. Just speaking a few words to her aunt was an enormous effort—afterward, Lila always had to go back to her room where she slept on the old rope bed, covered by a quilt Belle had sewn when she was not much older than Lila.

There was only one thing that attracted Lila, and that was death. The one time she agreed to do readings for her aunt’s old friends—having foolishly admitted that she used to tell fortunes—she saw nothing but symbols of death in their cups: hearts that refused to beat, black dogs, poisoned apples and pears. And although she continued to think about Hannie, she never once missed Stephen, the lover she’d thought she couldn’t live without. Stephen was a ghost; compared to death he was nothing, and it was death who called to Lila now. He was there with her every night when Lila ran her fingertips over the knives as she stored them in the silverware drawer; when she washed the dishes he was by her side, telling her that under just the right amount of pressure the glass she held could shatter into shards that would cut right through her skin. What was wonderful about these dark whispers was that they left very little room for Lila to think about her child. But at night, when the wind rose off the Long Island Sound to sweep through the potato fields and rattle down the chimneys, the cold air sounded like a baby’s wailing. And even when Lila put a pillow over her head and covered her ears with her hands, she could still hear the baby crying, and it cried from midnight till dawn.

Lila became convinced that she wouldn’t last through the winter. She lost twenty pounds and her dark hair fell out in clumps—she found it all over her pillow in the mornings, as if a molting bird had visited her in the night. And then quite suddenly, without any warning, it was spring. The ice disappeared, the earth was left steaming, and all over East China the air was silvery, like steam from a kettle. Puddles formed on either side of the East China Highway, and in them were small dark fish and green turtles. Laundry was hung outside on thick rope lines, and as soon as the snow melted there were white flowers and wild strawberries in every backyard.

No matter how hard Lila tried to resist she was drawn outside her room. Even when she closed her window, she could smell lilacs from the tree out in the yard that had not yet bloomed. There was the scent of seaweed in the air, and a feeling of longing in everyone, even in Lila. Early in April, more than a month after her milk had dried up, Lila awoke one morning to find that her breasts had been leaking all night—her nightgown and bedclothes were drenched, and they smelled so sweet that bees came in through the window and followed Lila all through the house until she took a broom and chased them out the front door.

Hannie had once told Lila that a long time ago, in the village where she had grown up, a separate cottage had been built for women who had lost their children at birth. Every morning people brought presents to leave outside the mother’s door: bunches of lavender, sunflowers, caged birds, hot black bread. For six nights the mother who had lost her child was not allowed to go any farther than the front door where the collection of gifts had been piled. No one was allowed to see her weeping; anyone who heard her cries in the middle of the night was to light a candle and then think of other things. On the seventh day everyone went out to collect wood, and a fire was lit outside the cottage. As the flames moved closer and closer to the rickety front steps no one could interfere, no one was allowed to run to the pond for a bucket of water. In moments the flames circled the cottage; nesting birds flew away, dragon-flies who lived in the eaves darted into the sky. And then came the hardest part—waiting until the flames leapt up to the roof.

The woman inside always ran out to join the others, although sometimes it was not until the very last minute, just before the cottage collapsed into a heap of flaming twigs. It was in this way that the mother discovered that she still had the will to live, even now, and she was usually the first one to help when the cottage was rebuilt.

Lila could not stand for April to affect her this way. Every day she felt more alive, but if anything this made her more bitter about her own ability to survive. There was nothing that did not remind her of her daughter: the new bark on the lilac tree outside her window was the exact same color as her daughter’s newborn slate-gray eyes. The moss that grew near the back steps was as soft as her daughter’s hair. It did no good to stay inside because there the lace doilies on the easy chair felt like baby blankets and the small silver teaspoons were exactly the right size for a child to hold as she ate cereal and pears. And so, one day in the middle of April, Lila left her aunt’s house for the first time since she’d arrived at the railroad station in February. Each time Lila took a long walk she felt more hopeless: for no reason at all she was terribly alive. In town people smiled at her, as if she was some young girl with her whole future ahead of her. And so, Lila made certain to walk away from town, out by the potato fields where there were nothing but sea gulls, who were so brave they actually swooped down to take bread right out of her hands. And if it was early enough, the time of day when fog rose along the white line in the center of the highway, there were sometimes small deer who stood perfectly still for a moment, before turning to run back into the woods.

What Lila hoped to find, as she walked along the East China Highway, was a reason to go on living. She had turned nineteen only a few weeks earlier, and she’d been surprised to realize that she was still so young. The days were long now; sunlight lasted past suppertime. At night there were falling stars, and even when armfuls of lilacs were cut from the trees more and more blossoms appeared.

Lila was faced with her past each time she chose a long-sleeved blouse from her closet to hide the scars on her wrists. But spring distracted her, she began to feel that her scars were not enough, and so each day she devised a new way to remind herself of her suffering. When she sewed she made certain to jab her fingers with the needle, when she cooked she picked up pots by their handles without bothering to use a potholder. All that remained pleasurable in her life were the long walks she took, until she realized that she could ruin these, too. The very next time Lila left the house she slipped her shoes off and left them underneath the porch of her aunt’s house. She would have to walk far, but by late afternoon the tar on the road would be hot enough, and Lila knew that her feet would burn.

She had walked more than eight miles, and was halfway between East China and Riverhead, when Lila stopped at a gas station. She had come so far on the burning tar that there were blisters on the soles of her feet. She bent down and dusted off some of the pebbles and dirt, and when she looked up she saw Richard sitting in the shade outside the office of the gas station. He was twenty-one, and even from fifteen yards away, Lila could tell how handsome he was. She lowered her eyes immediately, angry at herself for imagining she had the right to look at a man.

“The best thing for hot feet is to pour cold water on them right away,” Richard called to her.

“I don’t happen to have any water with me at the moment,” Lila called back. Even though she wasn’t looking at him, Lila felt herself grow embarrassed.

When Richard stood up, the metal chair he had been sitting on creaked, and Lila felt herself shudder, as if she’d been touched. Richard walked over, and as he passed the gas pumps he picked up a pail. He handed the pail to Lila, then stood there and watched as she emptied it onto her feet. The water was so clear and so cold that it made her gasp.

“Is something funny?” Lila said, annoyed when she looked up and saw that Richard was smiling.

Richard backed away from her, stung by her tone. He was more than six feet tall, but he was terribly shy. And right now he was also confused—he didn’t know what on earth had made him call out to Lila, it just seemed like something he had to do.

“Nothing’s funny,” he said. “It’s just that you’re so beautiful I can’t stop looking at you.”

Lila turned and she ran all the way home. She ran so fast that by the time she reached her aunt’s house her feet were bleeding. That night she locked herself in her room, and she swore that she would never again walk west on the East China Highway. But as she sat in her dark bedroom, the constellations in the sky were so bright they burned through the cotton curtains, and Lila knew that if she saw Richard even one more time, she’d be in danger. If she wasn’t careful she might just fall in love with him, and that was one thing Lila did not intend to do.

At first, when she heard her aunt’s friends talk about Richard’s family, Lila assumed it was no one she knew. These friends were old Russian women who had come to East China by accident. All of them had immigrated long ago with hopes of being in Manhattan, but all had in common a cousin who helped pay their fare, and then insisted they come to live in East China. This cousin had raved about the soil that was so rich potatoes seemed to grow overnight, and it was he who first brought a band of migrant workers to the area. Even though their cousin had been dead for nearly thirty years, all of the relatives he had helped to bring over were still in East China. Every one had planned to move into the city after his death, but Manhattan had faded until it was nothing more than a dream; it was less than a hundred miles to the Midtown Tunnel, but it might as well have been on the other side of a black forest guarded by wolves.

Of course there was one woman, the daughter of a distant cousin, who had managed to leave East China, although she hadn’t gone any farther than the outskirts of town. Twenty-five years earlier Helen had married a migrant worker, a Shinnecock Indian whom the Russian women referred to as the Red Man. The Red Man had taken Helen to a small unheated farmhouse where the pines were so tall and their shadows so dark that not even potatoes could grow. When Helen came to town to do her grocery shopping everyone said hello, but nobody really talked to her, and there wasn’t a soul in East China who didn’t know that Helen’s mother had died of shame.

In the winter, when the ice was treacherous, many of the old women didn’t venture out of their houses. When April came and the old friends were reunited, gossip flowed. On a particularly clear night, when Lila’s feet were still bloody and blistered, four of Belle’s distant cousins came to visit, and the conversation turned to the Red Man and his wife. It was a well-known fact that Helen had been cursed with a curious inability to have children, except for one, the son. Everyone wanted to know what had happened to the son during the winter—for years the old ladies had been waiting for him to be shipped off to the penitentiary, and none of them would have been surprised if he had murdered both his parents with a shotgun and then disappeared into Connecticut or New Jersey. However, there was not much news, even after the winter: Helen’s son was still working at the gas station his father, the Red Man, had somehow managed to buy. And later in the evening, one of the old Russian women admitted that after an ice storm in January, when she was stranded and out of groceries, Helen’s son had come to fix the engine of her Ford, which wouldn’t turn over. After having a cup of tea laced with whiskey, she shocked them all by adding that he really was quite handsome.

Lila served the tea that night, but when her aunt’s friends asked her to read their tea leaves, she excused herself—she said she had a headache and couldn’t possibly see into the future that night. But really, Lila was simply too excited to sit still in a room full of old women. She was nineteen years old, and in spite of everything, very much alive. That night, Lila slept better than she had in months. For the first time since the birth of her child she dreamed. In her dream she found that lilacs were growing in the middle of winter, their blue petals pushing through a slick cover of ice. In the morning, when she woke up, Lila got dressed while it was still dark. She went downstairs quietly, even though her great-aunt wouldn’t have heard if she had slammed the doors. Before she left, she stood out on the front porch for a moment, not yet ready to leave her sorrow behind. In the middle of nowhere, between East China and Riverhead, there was a man who might be able to make her forget. Suddenly there seemed to be a reason for everything, and although Lila started off walking slowly, she wound up running down the two-lane road which for the very first time seemed like a highway that led you somewhere you might want to go.

They were married on the edge of East China, in the parlor of Richard’s parents’ house. It was July and orange lilies were blooming everywhere, even beneath the huge pine trees where the shadows were deep green. Richard’s mother, Helen, cried from the beginning of the ceremony to the very end. The only guest was a high-school friend of Richard’s, a boy named Buddy who was so nervous about his duties as best man that he nearly fainted during the justice of the peace’s speech about fidelity.

After the ceremony Helen took Lila aside in the kitchen and she held her hand. “I hope you understand that no one in town will ever speak to you again,” she told her new daughter-in-law.

In fact, Lila’s own great-aunt had asked her to leave the house as soon as she was told about the marriage, and Lila had spent the last week and a half at a motel in Riverhead. But after losing both her child and her parents the disapproval of neighbors was meaningless.

“Richard’s the only person I need,” Lila told her mother-in-law as she reached up into a cabinet for some plates. There was a luncheon following the ceremony, but with the exception of the still shaky Buddy, there were no guests.

“Just wait,” Helen said ominously. She took a tub of potato salad from the refrigerator, then sat down at the kitchen table, as if the weight of the potato salad was too much for her. “You’ll be the object of every conversation in town. They’ll find out every piece of gossip about you and spread it all over the Island.”

The screen door was open and they could hear the sound of bees. Lila stood still and held the china plates to her chest. She had not stopped to think about her past resurfacing out here in East China; she had not even thought how she would explain the scars on her wrists when she undressed in front of Richard that night.

“Don’t get me wrong—I’m not complaining,” Helen said. “But my life hasn’t been easy. What saves me is I’m in love with my husband. But sometimes,” she admitted, “I’d like to hear another person’s voice.”

Lila was no longer listening to her mother-in-law. She was sure that if Richard ever found out about her past he would leave her, and she vowed then and there never to let him know about her baby. She came to him without a past, as if she herself had been born on the day she first saw him.

Richard’s father, the Red Man who was gossiped about in so many living rooms and parlors, came into the kitchen for champagne and glasses. He was the same height as his son, although Richard was convinced that his father was several inches taller. No one in town cared, but his name was Jason Grey, and when he saw how sad his wife and new daughter-in-law looked he popped the champagne cork right there in the kitchen and the sudden noise and gush of dry champagne made both women gasp and then laugh out loud.

That night Lila and Richard moved in to the bedroom on the second floor. Jason Grey had put up new wallpaper, and Richard had refinished the pine bed. But even after the lights were turned out, Lila refused to get undressed. It was impossible to see any stars through the pine boughs outside the bedroom window, but somehow the moonlight managed to get through. The room was so well lit Lila was certain that the moment she took off her clothes, Richard would be blinded by the scars on her wrists.

As Lila stood by the window, Richard sat down at the foot of the bed and took off his boots. He was so much in love that he was actually afraid to blink, even once, as if Lila might just disappear. Lila’s back was turned to him, and in the moonlight Richard could see that her posture was as straight as wire. All of a sudden she seemed shy, and because she was, after all, a new bride who had just moved into her in-laws’ house and because she had promised herself to a man who was really still a stranger, Richard felt his heart go out to her. In that moment he fell even more deeply in love.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said softly. “Since we’re married and we’ve got the rest of our lives together, we don’t have to make love yet if you don’t want to.”

Lila wanted to more than anything. She knew that she was about to cry, and she couldn’t imagine an explanation that would satisfy her new husband once he saw that she had tried to take her own life. Because she did not know what else to do, Lila quickly unbuttoned her white dress, let it slip to the floor, then stepped out of it. She held up her hands, wrists together like a hostage. She had not yet unpacked her suitcase, and if Richard insisted she tell him about her past, she had decided she would have to leave him.

When Richard came over to her and held her, Lila closed her eyes and arched her neck, as if getting ready for some great pain.

“I can’t believe how beautiful you are,” Richard said.

Lila opened her eyes and backed away. Just then she wondered if she hadn’t married a fool.

“You’re not looking at me,” Lila said sharply.

Richard bent down and kissed her. “Oh, yes I am,” he said.

Lila pushed him away and she raised her hands until her wrists were directly in front of his eyes. The jagged lines along her wrists grew whiter and whiter; no one in his right mind could ignore them.

“Look at me,” Lila urged her husband.

Richard had spent his whole life in the odd circumstance of being both well loved and lonely. His parents were so much in love that no matter how deeply they cared for him, Richard was somehow excluded. He didn’t care if he was considered an outcast in East China, all he needed was one person, someone of his own. Now that he had found Lila, he didn’t intend to lose her, even if the scars that she now showed him meant he had gotten a little more than he’d bargained for. Richard Grey wasn’t a fool, and he certainly knew something about death. When he was ten he accidentally saw a man kill himself. It was out in the woods behind the deserted army barracks used as a camp for migrant workers. Richard had been born in the barracks, and even after his parents had bought the gas station and moved into the house they still lived in, Richard felt drawn to the migrant camp, if only because there seemed to be more deer there than anywhere else in East China.

He was in the woods, late in October, sitting motionless so that he would not frighten off any deer, when he saw a migrant worker walk into a clearing in the woods with a shotgun in his hands. Richard assumed that this man was an out-of-season hunter searching for deer. But then, quite suddenly, the migrant turned the gun on himself and fired.

Even after he had run for miles, Richard could still hear the shot. And when he had to go to the district attorney’s office to testify to what he had seen, Richard humiliated himself by crying in public when he was questioned. Afterward he couldn’t seem to make himself go into the woods; he stood at the edge of the backyard where the lawn disappeared into brambles and pines, unable to take another step.

And then one day Jason Grey came out to the yard.

“Let’s go for a walk,” he said to Richard. He pushed some brambles aside, stepped into the woods, and signaled to his son.

Richard swallowed hard, but he followed. It was darker in the woods than he’d remembered, and each time a branch broke under his father’s boots, Richard shuddered. It didn’t take long for him to realize that his father was leading him right back to the exact spot where the migrant worker had shot off his head.

“Come on,” Jason Grey said when he noticed that his son had stopped walking. “What’s keeping you?”

In the shadows of the pine trees, his father suddenly seemed like a stranger. “You can’t make me go there,” Richard said.

Jason walked back to him. He reached into his jacket pocket and took out a cigarette. “I guess you’re wondering what made him do it,” he said.

“I don’t care,” Richard said.

Jason Grey inhaled on his cigarette and then coughed, and his cough made Richard ache with the sudden knowledge that one day his father would be old and sick.

“If we wanted to,” Jason Grey said, “we could find out everything about that man who shot himself. We could find out how much money he owed, and if his wife had left him for somebody else. But we’d never really know what went on in his mind. It’s not our right to know what goes on in another man’s mind. But whatever it was, we know one thing for sure—he just couldn’t fight it any more. And that’s his right, too.” Jason finished his cigarette and motioned to his son. “Come on,” he said.

Together they walked the rest of the way to the clearing. The few leaves left on the trees had turned yellow, and when the sunlight filtered through them the air seemed to shine. Richard felt the urge to grab his father’s hand; instead he stood in the clearing and watched the yellow light.

“People have private places in their minds,” Jason Grey said. “That doesn’t mean they’re crazy. It doesn’t even mean they’re cowards if they run from something awful.”

They could hear leaves falling. Jason Grey stared straight ahead, but he reached down and took his son’s hand.

“You just remember there’s a big difference between not being able to fight it anymore and feeling like you’re all alone sometimes,” he said.

“Even when you’re married?” Richard had asked, surprised that his father knew so much about being alone.

Jason Grey couldn’t stop himself from smiling. “Especially then,” he had said.

On his wedding night, Richard knew exactly what his father had been talking about. There was a private place in Lila’s mind that was somehow the same as that migrant worker with the shotgun. But if anything, this made Lila seem more precious. When Richard touched the white scars on Lila’s wrist he was dazzled by hope—it was as if Lila had died and come back to him, and he held her tight for a moment, before he stepped away.

“I am looking at you,” Richard said. “And all I see is my wife.”

The rest of that summer seemed to last forever; the air smelled like strawberries and the sunlight was unusually thick. Helen was delighted to have another woman in the house, and she taught Lila all her secret recipes, for cabbage soup and jam cake and sweet potato pie. Just before supper Lila always went outside to wait on the lawn for Richard and Jason Grey to come home from work. At that time of day the sky was deep blue, and under that sky Lila felt brand new. For a brief time she was a woman without a history—even her dreams were filled with ordinary things, fireflies and pearl-edged clouds, and teapots made out of copper. She didn’t question her good luck—she didn’t dare to. All she knew was that someone had fallen in love with her, and, amazingly enough, that was all she needed.

But when autumn came, something changed. At night, after they had made love and Richard had fallen asleep, Lila found herself shivering with fear. She was certain that she would lose Richard: one day when she went out to wait for him Jason Grey’s Chrysler would pull up in the driveway and only her father-in-law would get out. She began to dream about her past; her womb tightened as it had for days after her baby had been born, and the contractions kept her up all night and made her afraid to sleep in the same bed as her husband.

One night, Richard woke up sometime near dawn to find Lila huddled on the floor. He started to get out of bed, but Lila held up her hand, warning him to stop.

“Don’t come near me,” she said, and the coldness of her own voice filled her with grief.

“Come back to bed,” Richard said quietly.

“If you really knew me you would never love me,” Lila told him.

“If you’re referring to the fact that you once tried suicide, I know that and I don’t care,” Richard said.

Lila threw back her head and laughed, and the sound went right through Richard.

“Come back to bed,” he urged.

“You really think you know me,” Lila said contemptuously.

Richard could tell that after only a few months of marriage Lila was drifting away from him, and for the first time he raised his voice to her.

“Then go ahead and tell me the reason why you tried to kill yourself. You obviously want to tell me, so you go right ahead. Tell me.”

“I don’t want to,” Lila said in a small voice.

“Then don’t,” Richard said. “But either do it and get it over with or let it go, because we can’t keep on this way, Lila.”

Lila got back into bed and put her arms around him.

“I thought when I met you you said you could read the future,” Richard said.

“I said tea leaves,” Lila whispered. “That’s all.”

“Well, I can see into the future,” Richard told her. “You might as well stop fighting it, because we’re going to be together for a very long time.”

Lila wished she could believe him, but by the time winter came she was convinced that if they stayed in New York State they had no future at all. Someone in East China might manage to find out the truth about her; someone might tell Richard. She felt as if the past were right on her heels, and it got so bad that whenever she went into town to shop for groceries with her mother-in-law she wondered if perhaps the doctor had arranged for a couple in East China to adopt her baby. It became impossible for her to look at a child of any age; she swore her breasts were filling with milk again—at night they ached so badly that she had to sleep on her back. As her own child’s birthday grew near, Lila thought she might be going mad. Every night the sky was orange and black, and the days were as gray as stone. She grew more certain that if she stayed in East China through the winter something terrible would happen. She began to talk about leaving, but Richard imagined that what she wanted was a house of their own. He promised that in less than a year they’d find a house with a view of Long Island Sound and move out. But then one day when it was cold enough to make her shiver and remember the ice storm, Lila walked to the gas station to take Richard and Jason a Thermos of hot coffee and some lunch. There was a car idling by the gas pumps; in the passenger seat was a little girl. The girl’s mother had gone into the office to ask Richard for directions and a map, and when she came back out she found Lila with both her hands on the passenger window, weeping as she stared inside.

Lila forced herself not to run after the car. It hadn’t mattered that the child wasn’t hers, Lila wanted her. She’d had the terrible urge to get behind the wheel of the car and kidnap her, and if the child’s mother hadn’t come out of the office when she did Lila might have already been driving west. She would have turned the radio on to a low volume, and the heat up to high, and the little girl would have been right beside her, her sleepy breath filling the car with a deliciously sweet odor.

That was when Lila decided that California was the answer. Once, she had imagined that she and Stephen would go there together and live high above Hollywood, in the hills. Now all she wanted was a place to start over, a place so free of history that the past barely existed. She started talking about going west that evening at supper, and once she started talking she couldn’t seem to stop, not even after the others had put down their forks and turned to look at her.

“Are you and Richard planning to leave New York?” Helen asked in a frightened voice. For the first time she began to know the dangers of having a daughter-in-law.

“No,” Richard told her, although he realized that something was about to happen. “We’re not planning anything,” he told his mother.

Helen was relieved, but when Richard glanced over at his father he didn’t look quite sure of himself, and Jason Grey could tell that his son wouldn’t be in East China much longer.

Every night Lila begged him to leave. She talked about palm trees and pelicans until Richard began to dream about the Pacific Ocean. In his dreams the ocean was amazingly green, like a thin piece of jade held up to the sun, and blue-eyed pelicans dove into the waves. One night when the snow was falling and Lila was turned away from him, Richard sat up in bed.

“All right,” he told his wife. “We’ll go to California.”

Lila kissed him until his cheeks and his eyelids were wet.

“But you’re the one who has to tell my mother,” Richard said.

Lila backed away. “You’re her son,” she said. “You tell her.”

“You’re the one who wants to leave. You tell her.”

Richard put his arms around Lila and pulled her close.

“You don’t understand,” he told her. “I’m her only child and as far as she’s concerned she’ll be losing me forever.”

Richard felt his wife move away from him, even though she was still in his arms.

“I understand perfectly,” Lila said coolly. “And if you’re too afraid to tell her, I will.”

But that night Helen was already being told. Jason Grey turned to her in their bed and asked, “How would you like for it to be just you and me again?”

“You and me?” Helen said, confused. Then she realized what Jason meant. “Oh,” she said, and she started to cry.

“All you had to do was say no,” Jason teased her.

“What makes you so sure they’re leaving?” Helen asked.

“I’m sure,” Jason said. “They just don’t know how to tell us.”

“Well, if that’s what they’ve decided,” Helen said, still crying, “I can think of a lot worse things than being left here with you.”

Helen might be losing her son, but she didn’t intend to make it easy for Lila to take him away. First of all, she was sweet as pie—every time Lila began to talk about California Helen offered her a wool sweater that just didn’t suit her anymore, or a new recipe, or a piece of china, until—piece by piece—Lila had an entire service for eight stored in a cardboard box in the attic. Every day Lila swore she would tell her mother-in-law about their plans, and every day she put it off. Richard unpacked their suitcases, convinced that Lila’s obsession with California had been nothing more than a reaction to a particularly cold winter. But when Lila stopped talking about leaving it wasn’t because she wanted it any less.

One day in January, Lila went up to the bedroom and didn’t come down. She stayed in bed for three days and nights, and every time she breathed she felt a terrible pain in her abdomen. She refused to speak to Richard, and she would not see a doctor. Richard couldn’t bring himself to go to work and he wasn’t allowed in his own room. He sat for hours at the kitchen table, unable to eat, not understanding why he felt as though he had lost his wife.

On the fourth day Helen spent the morning crying, then she went upstairs. She walked into Lila’s room without bothering to knock and sat at the foot of the bed.

“You don’t have to tell me what’s wrong,” Helen said. “Just tell me—is leaving New York the only thing that will cure you?”

Lila hadn’t talked for such a long time that when she spoke her voice was thick.

“It’s the only thing,” she told her mother-in-law. “If I stay here I’ll die.”

Helen took the suitcases out of the closet and packed Lila’s and Richard’s clothes. She telephoned Jason at the gas station and asked him to bring home the station wagon he’d been working on to replace their old Chrysler. Then Helen went downstairs to the kitchen and closed the door behind her. While Jason Grey and Richard packed up the station wagon and helped Lila down to the car, Helen baked a honey cake. She used almonds, and sweet brown pears, and when it was done she carefully placed it in a tin that she carried out to the car. She handed the cake to Lila through the window of the station wagon, and she kissed Richard twice before she let him go. Lila held the cake tin on her lap, as if its heat could make her well. When they had been on the Long Island Expressway for over an hour, she suddenly begged Richard to drive into Manhattan.

“I understand,” Richard had said. “You want to see your parents before we go.”

But that hadn’t been it at all. It seemed so simple now—Lila would run into the apartment and shake her mother by her shoulders until she divulged the name and address of whoever had stolen Lila’s daughter. Then all Lila had to do was go back out to Richard and tell him that her mother had insisted they take a little cousin with them to raise as their own. Once they reached the house where her daughter was being held, Lila would slip through the front door, wrap the child in a warm blanket, then run as fast as she could. All the way to California she would hold her daughter on her lap—she wouldn’t let go of her, not until the western sky opened up in front of them as they sped past black hills and corrals full of half-wild horses.

When they got to the apartment building, Richard couldn’t find a parking space, so he circled the block. Lila got out of the car, but once she was standing on the sidewalk her sense of expectation disappeared. She went inside the building and climbed the three flights of stairs, but when she reached the apartment and knocked on the door there was no answer. She knocked again and again, but each time she did she felt more defeated—in the cold hallway her plans to kidnap her daughter seemed ludicrous, and in the end, when she walked downstairs and back out on to the street, she was relieved that no one had been home.

She could see the station wagon half a block away, stuck in traffic. It was then that she happened to turn back to take one last look at the apartment building, and when she looked upward she saw the curtains moving in the window of the parlor. Up on the third floor, hidden behind lace curtains, Lila’s mother gazed downward. As soon as she realized Lila saw her, she dropped the curtains and moved away. But even then Lila could see her mother’s shadow, a line of black pressed against the white curtains.

When the station wagon pulled up to the curb, Lila got in, leaned her head against the seat, and wept.

“They may not be the best in the world, but they’re still your parents,” Richard said. “It’s not easy to leave people behind.”

Lila reached down and lifted up the hem of her dress to wipe her eyes.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Richard asked. “We don’t have to go to California—we can still turn back.”

Without bothering to look, Lila knew that her mother was still watching her. She moved over so that Richard could put his arm around her, then she closed her eyes as they drove toward the Lincoln Tunnel, and in no time at all they had left New York behind them for good.

At first it seemed as if it was only a matter of time. But a year passed, then two, then three, and Lila still hadn’t gotten pregnant. She bathed in tubs filled with warm water and vitamin E, she forced herself to eat calf’s liver twice a week, she gave up caffeine and chocolate and spices. Every morning, before she got out of bed, she took her temperature, and she kept a chart of her ovulation taped to the back of her closet door. But in her heart, Lila knew that she’d never be given another chance; each time Richard talked about the child they would someday have Lila grew more desperate, and by the time she turned thirty she had given up hope.

The nights they made love, Lila could never sleep. She waited until Richard’s breathing grew deep, and then she carefully got out of bed. On these nights she went out to the garden, and she sat in a black wrought-iron chair beneath the lemon tree. She never bothered with slippers, even though the patio was cold and snails moved across the slate, leaving slick trails behind. There had been something wrong with the garden from the start; the neighbors had warned them that everything you wanted to grow simply wouldn’t, but renegade plants would reappear each time you pulled them out by the roots. At the rear of the yard, along a low wooden fence, the previous owner had foolishly planted a passion flower vine that was now so tangled it had begun to strangle itself with its own flowers. At the time of night when Lila went to sit in the yard it was almost possible to hear the vine growing, wrapping itself tighter around the fence.

In the mornings Lila climbed back into bed, and Richard never seemed to notice that she’d been gone all night. He still talked about the son they would have someday, the daughter who would look just like Lila, but each year he sounded a little less convinced. When they had been married for fifteen years, Richard said, “Let’s say we can never have any children. Is that the worst that can happen to us?”

She told him it wasn’t, but secretly Lila believed that it was. Childless women began to disgust her—she could sense their brittle presence in the supermarket and the bakery, she could look right through them and see white dust and bones. The worst times were when Richard’s parents came out to visit. The older they got, the more they wanted grandchildren, but even they knew enough to stop asking when. The year Lila turned thirty-nine was the first time Helen Grey visited without advising them that the guest room would make a perfect nursery. But every now and then during that visit, Lila would look up and find her mother-in-law watching her, as if she were the only person who really knew just how badly Lila had cheated her son.

That was when Lila began to do readings again. It wasn’t for the money—Richard had bought his own shop—it was because of the comfort she found in reaching into someone else’s sorrow. She began carefully, starting with her neighbors, who were shocked by her sudden interest in them. In time, Lila’s clients swore by her. Her advice was noncommittal but sound, and Lila actually found she was pleased when her clients grew to depend on her, waiting to make travel plans or give a husband an ultimatum until Lila could read their tea leaves. It was one of her regular customers, Mrs. Graham from around the corner, who brought her niece to Lila’s one afternoon. The red tablecloth was set out and the water boiled by the time the two women arrived. Lila read for Mrs. Graham first—the question of whether or not to put her ailing dog to sleep was evaded until next time—and then for the niece. The niece had come from a bad marriage in Chicago, and she was already reconsidering the separation from her husband.

“What I want to know is will he walk all over me if I go back?” she asked Lila. “I give in to him a lot, and that’s my problem. If he tells me he’s spent his paycheck I say, Why that’s all right—but inside I’d like to kill him.”

Lila nodded and poured the water over the tea leaves; she could tell that the niece was going back to her husband to give him another chance. She watched the leaves float to the surface without much interest, but when the niece had finished her tea Lila took one look inside the cup and immediately began to cry. Lila’s clients sat on the edge of their seats, and they both let out a whoop when Lila informed the niece that she was pregnant.

“Wait till I tell my husband,” the niece said. “He is going to flip out when I tell him.”

After they left, Lila went into the bathroom and ran the cold water, and from then on she refused to open the door if Mrs. Graham came for a reading. All the rest of that month, Lila felt shaky, and each time she closed her eyes she saw the small motionless child in the center of the cup. It was not as if she had not seen death during readings before, but this was different, this was enough to break your heart. She grew careful; if a client even mentioned that she was considering pregnancy, Lila never read for her again. But she was tricked the following year by a high-school student who had accompanied her mother to a reading. Lila had carelessly poured a cup of tea for the girl so that she’d be occupied during her mother’s reading. It wasn’t until the reading was over, and Lila reached for the girl’s cup to carry it into the kitchen, that she saw the symbol again. At first she was paralyzed, but when the mother went out to start her car, Lila found an excuse to pull the girl back into the house. After she’d told the girl she was pregnant, Lila was so upset she was the one who seemed to need comforting.

“I’ll be okay,” the girl promised Lila. “Really.”

“Did you know you were pregnant?” Lila asked her.

“I sort of thought I was,” the girl admitted.

Lila simply couldn’t bring herself to tell any more of what she’d seen, and she couldn’t bear to listen as the girl confided that she planned to enter a special high school program for mothers, not when she was so certain that the child would not live.

That night Lila had a fever of a hundred and three and when she woke up the next morning the bed was soaked with tears. After that she almost gave up the readings altogether, particularly at times when she happened to look in the mirror and saw how much she looked like the old fortune-teller in New York. But she continued to see her clients. She managed to convince herself that it was just a job like any other and that she couldn’t possibly know what the future would bring, although now and then she still seemed to know more than she wanted to.

Late one night, in the middle of a warm, dry winter, the telephone suddenly rang. Lila felt certain that something had happened to Helen. She sat up in bed, rigid, while Richard ran to answer it. The air was so warm that the clothes Lila had hung up to dry overnight were no longer even damp, but when Richard came back into the bedroom he found that Lila had wrapped a heavy woolen blanket around her shoulders.

“It’s my mother,” Richard said. “She’s in the hospital.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, but when Lila went to sit next to him he didn’t seem to notice.

“She’s dying,” Richard said.

“Oh, no,” Lila said, but what she really meant was Please don’t leave me.

“I have to go tonight,” Richard told her. “Otherwise it may be too late for me to see her again.”

Lila called the airline for a reservation; then she took out the suitcase and packed a week’s worth of Richard’s clothes.

They were standing by the front door, waiting for the taxi, when Lila thought she heard the sound of bees.

“Come with me,” Richard said to her.

But for Lila New York had dissolved; it wasn’t even on the map any more.

“It’s better if you go alone,” Lila told Richard. “You’re her only son. You’re the one she wants to see.”

“I’m going to give my father hell,” Richard said. “He should have told me before.”

“Don’t do that,” Lila said. “You know your father.”

That was when Richard started to cry.

“Oh, don’t,” Lila begged him. “What good will it do you?”

“I just don’t see how he’s going to go on without her,” Richard said. “That’s the part that really gets me.”

When the taxi came, Lila walked Richard out to the porch, but she couldn’t watch him drive away. It was the first time since their marriage that they had been apart. But although she dreaded being alone, Lila needed this time by herself: this was the week her period was due, and if she missed it again it would make three times in a row. Every morning Lila checked to see if the sheets were stained. On the fifth day there was one wild moment when she actually thought she might be pregnant, but of course she was not. She sat by the open window, and as night began to fall she grew flushed, and her nerves seemed much too delicate—she could feel them jump beneath her skin.

She should have been relieved; for years she had tried to get pregnant just to please Richard, she had never really wanted any child other than the one she had lost. An early menopause simply saved her from trying to love another child in a way she never could. But now that it was truly over, Lila cared much more than she should have. She went into mourning: when neighbors knocked on the door, she didn’t answer, she didn’t even bother to get dressed, and when Richard phoned from New York, Lila no longer recognized his voice. Eight days later, when Richard returned, Lila knew that neither of them would ever be the same.

It was early evening when the taxi pulled up. Lila was already in bed asleep when Richard came to lie down next to her. He woke Lila by watching her, and she came to him from a dream where all the furniture in her parents’ apartment had been replaced with woven mats, and tea was being served from a silver samovar in the middle of the floor.

“Was she in pain?” Lila asked when she woke.

“She didn’t remember me,” Richard said.

“Of course she did,” Lila told him. “You’re her only son.”

Richard didn’t have the strength to unbutton his shirt—he had been wearing the same clothes for two days.

“The hedges are all overgrown,” he said. “I noticed it first thing when I got out of the taxi.”

“She knew you,” Lila said.

“No,” Richard told her. “She knew my father and she called him by name, but she didn’t remember me.”

“You don’t understand,” Lila said. “The worst thing in the world for a mother is to leave her child. She couldn’t bring herself to remember you, because if she did she’d have to leave you behind.”

In the morning, when she woke up, the first thing Lila heard was a jet overhead. But when she listened carefully she could hear the rhythm of an ax. She got out of bed and reached for her robe. In the kitchen, the back door was ajar. A few hours earlier it had begun to rain; puddles had formed, and when Lila walked out to the patio the sudden rush of cold water on her feet left her confused for a moment. In the rear of the yard Richard was cutting down the vines that covered the fence. The ax he used had been stored in the garage for years, but it was still so sharp that in no time a huge pile of vines had collected on the ground. There were white flowers with green centers all over the yard, as if an earthquake had torn them from their vines.

At this time of year in East China, nothing grew. Lilies were deep in the frozen ground, peach trees and azaleas were bare. It had been the dead of winter when Lila and Richard left New York, but the sky had been deep blue. The cake tin Helen had given Lila was red metal, and because the cake inside was still warm, the tin seemed to shine. The one time Lila looked back, Helen was following their car. She went as far as the end of the dirt driveway, where in the spring there would be so much deep mud that Jason would have to shovel for hours before he could move his car. Helen stopped, and she stood there waving. Up on the porch, Jason Grey lit a cigarette, then leaned over the wooden railing. He stayed right where he was as they drove away, watching his wife and waiting for her to come back to him.

Out in the rain, Lila pulled her bathrobe tighter around herself. Somehow, she had become forty-six years old, and she didn’t know quite how it had happened. She wondered if there was something about California that made the time move so quickly. Without winter to shock you into another year, entire seasons had dissolved in the sunshine; and no one could manage time in a place where even the roses were so confused that they bloomed year round.

Richard was almost through clearing the fence. He worked harder than ever, as though his life depended on the steady rhythm of the ax. Later, Lila would make him a pot of hot coffee. She’d sit on the rim of the tub while he bathed, just to be near him. But for now, she waited. In their own backyard, as the rain washed all the snails out of their garden, Lila and Richard crossed over an invisible line together. Impossible as it seemed, they had become older than Helen and Jason Grey had been on that day in East China when ice was everywhere and the sky was so cold and so blue.


PART THREE


IN NOVEMBER, WHEN THE moon was clear and white and the acacia trees gave off a bitter scent, Rae began to believe that she had lost the baby. It wasn’t just that odd look on the psychic’s face as she read Rae’s tea leaves, it was that she felt so absolutely well. During the first three months she had been exhausted, and so queasy that she couldn’t stand to look at boiled eggs. Now she could stay up past eleven, she could eat hot chili if she wanted to, and she had so much energy that she found herself cleaning out closets on her days off from work. The better she felt, the more she sensed something was wrong, and there was one thing she knew for certain: in all these months she had not once felt the baby move.

She went through lists of birth defects and diseases, but in the end she decided that she herself was at fault. She had taken too many hot showers, eaten too much salt, she’d lifted her arms high above her head so that the umbilical cord had wrapped itself around the baby’s neck. In her heart she knew that each time she gained another pound it was only because her body had been cruelly tricked. Her pregnancy was a farce, it would never last full term; eventually someone would cut her open and remove whatever was inside her, and that would be the end of it. She put off going to see an obstetrician, and at work she refused to answer any of Freddy’s questions about her health. But Freddy had already guessed, and one day he took her out to lunch at a Chinese restaurant and offered her five hundred dollars.

“You’re kidding,” Rae said. “You want to give me money?”

“I was thinking of it as a loan,” Freddy said. “For one thing, Rae, you need new clothes.”

“Are you going to fire me?” Rae said.

She and Jessup had managed to save four thousand dollars—the bankbook was hidden in the silverware drawer, under the forks and spoons—and if she really had been having this baby she could have used the savings to cover the hospital bills if Freddy fired her.

“Of course I’m not going to fire you,” Freddy said. “But I’ll tell you the truth—I’m real uncomfortable about this whole pregnancy thing.”

“So am I,” Rae said.

“You know what I’d like to know?” Freddy said. “Where’s that assassin now that you need him?”

“I’m not interested in your money,” Rae said stiffly.

“Oh, come on,” Freddy said. “I’d charge you less interest than a bank would.”

Rae couldn’t help laughing.

“Seriously,” Freddy said. “It’s a gift.”

Rae knew that Freddy was feeling sorry for her, and somehow that made her feel sorry for herself. She put down her chopsticks and watched him write out the check, unable to stop him, unable to tell him the baby would never be born. If she and Jessup had only left California things might have been different. For a while they had talked about using their savings to go to Alaska. Actually, Jessup had been the one doing the talking.

“This country feels too small for me,” he had told Rae one night.

“Oh, really?” Rae was amused by the idea.

“Yes, really,” Jessup had insisted. “Everything’s been overdone and overused in this country. There are no options any more.”

“What about Alaska,” Rae had teased. “Is that too small for you, too?”

The moment he looked over at her she thought, Oh, shit—he’s serious about this.

“Admit it,” Jessup had said. “It’s not a bad idea—even if it is yours.”

“Not Alaska,” Rae told him.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “Let’s just consider it—that’s all.”

They had been in bed, and Rae wrapped her arms around him. “All right,” she’d agreed. “But that doesn’t mean we’ll really do it.”

Now she wished they had. If it had been just the two of them somewhere in Alaska, they might still be together. Snow would reach the rooftop of their cabin, and at night the ice outside would turn everything blue—everything, the glaciers and the white wolves and the owls that lived in the eaves. A child born there would be so healthy it would reach out its arms to hold you the moment after its birth.

“I think I have to go home,” Rae told Freddy.

She took the rest of the day off, and when she got home she opened all the windows in the apartment. She had suddenly begun to miss Boston, and although she had always hated the winters there, she yearned for a real November, and clear, cold air. Once, on the Tuesday after Thanksgiving vacation, she had been sitting in the kitchen, drinking coffee, when Carolyn came downstairs, wearing her camel’s-hair coat and a black wool hat.

“Listen,” Carolyn had said to Rae, “don’t go to school today.”

Rae looked up from her coffee, but her mother didn’t explain any further. They still weren’t really talking to each other, except for those things that had to be said: Pass the butter, Pass the salt, The telephone’s for you. But Rae had a math test that day, and everyone suspected a surprise quiz in French class.

“All right,” Rae agreed.

They drove downtown, to the Museum of Fine Arts. In the parking lot Carolyn turned to Rae after she took the key out of the ignition.

“I’ve been thinking about going back to school,” Carolyn said. “Maybe even law school.”

Rae had heard this before. “Do it,” she advised.

“I don’t know if I can,” Carolyn said.

“Then why do you always talk about it?” Rae snapped.

“You know what my problem is?” Carolyn said.

It had begun to grow cold in the car; Rae shifted uncomfortably.

“I was always afraid to be alone.”

“Oh, yeah?” Rae said without interest.

“Now I see you making the same exact mistake with Jessup as I did with your father,” Carolyn said.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Rae said. “Could we just go to the museum?”

She got out of the car and slammed the door behind her, then walked ten paces ahead of Carolyn to the door of the museum. All through the Grecian ruins Rae stayed far enough away from her mother to prevent any conversation between them.

“I’m sorry,” Carolyn finally said.

They were walking through a room filled with Japanese kimonos. “I don’t mean to insult you,” Carolyn said. “It’s just that I see you running after Jessup.”

“I am not running after him,” Rae said.

“Well, going after him, then,” Carolyn said. “And once he wrecks your life there’ll be nothing I can do about it. I’m warning you—don’t come running to me.”

A young couple had come into the room, and now walked past them. Rae moved away from her mother. Carolyn followed her daughter to the next glass case of kimonos. The material had been painted by more than two dozen women; willows and water lilies washed over gold-and rose-colored silk.

“The one time I didn’t feel alone was when I was pregnant,” Carolyn said. “After you were born I couldn’t imagine how I had managed to live all those years without you. How did I survive before? Who did I love?”

In the gift shop, before they were about to leave, Carolyn had insisted on buying Rae a gift, a poster of Monet’s water lilies, which somehow seemed crude after the delicate kimonos. “Perfect for your room,” Carolyn had whispered as they waited for the cashier to wrap the poster in brown paper.

Rae had agreed, she had even politely thanked her mother, but she knew that before long she and Jessup would be leaving, and the Monet poster would hang in her empty bedroom.

When they left the museum it was four, and very nearly dark. Rae carried the rolled-up poster under her arm and kept her hands in her pockets. If she had gone to school that day she would have already been home for a half an hour, waiting for Jessup to appear on the sidewalk.

“I don’t know why it is, but November smells like smoke,” Carolyn said. “Maybe I’m crazy, but I think it’s delicious.”

When Rae breathed in she realized that her mother was right, the air was delicious. For some reason Rae had the sudden urge to put her arm through her mother’s arm, to feel the weight of the camel’s-hair coat that Carolyn stored in a cedar closet every summer. But by then they had reached the car and Carolyn was humming as she reached into her coat pocket for the keys. Rae felt something in her chest, and she forced herself to take several deep breaths. As Carolyn unlocked the car, Rae wondered why it was that she should have to feel sorry for her mother, and why, as she breathed in the smoky blue air, one visit to the Museum of Fine Arts could make her feel so lost.

In Massachusetts, Rae could look out her window and see chestnut trees, white stars, clouds that covered the moon. Here, from her kitchen, she saw only the empty street. But the dogs were out there, she knew it. Ever since the heat wave they had been wandering through the neighborhood, looking for water and bones. And sure enough, when Rae pressed her face up against the glass she saw a large black Labrador in the courtyard; she quickly pulled down the shade. Late that night, at ten minutes after twelve, she telephoned Lila Grey.

“Are you crazy?” Lila said after Richard had handed her the phone. “How dare you call me at this hour. I’ll tell you something right now—I don’t intend to read for you ever again. Got that?”

Richard sat up in bed, concerned.

“It’s nothing,” Lila told him. “Go back to sleep.”

“This is the thing,” Rae said slowly, as though she hadn’t heard a word Lila had said to her, “I think there’s something wrong with my baby.”

Lila leaned up against the headboard; she could feel her mouth grow dry.

“Don’t ask me why, because I can’t tell you,” Rae said. “I just know something’s wrong.”

“Do you want my advice?” Lila asked. She was shaking, and she wished Richard would turn on his side and stop watching her. That motionless child in Rae’s teacup refused to disappear. “Go see a doctor,” she told Rae.

“I can’t do that,” Rae said quickly.

“Tomorrow, as soon as you get up, call an obstetrician and make an appointment,” Lila said.

Rae didn’t answer; she lifted the windowshade and watched the black dog stretch out in the courtyard for the night.

“Are you going to listen to me?” Lila said. She could hear the edge of panic in her voice, and she took Richard’s hand to reassure him; under the sheets their fingers intertwined.

“Yes,” Rae said.

“And I don’t want you to call me again,” Lila said.

“You hate me,” Rae said. “Don’t you?”

It was really much too late to be talking to strangers, it was the time of night when mothers went to their children who had nightmares, and they held their sons and daughters close, and stroked their hair until they fell asleep.

“Call a doctor,” Lila said gently.

“All right,” Rae agreed.

“Good girl,” Lila said.

After she’d hung up, Rae couldn’t sleep, and in the morning, when she called for an appointment at a clinic nearby, her voice was so hoarse she had to struggle to whisper. They made room on the schedule that afternoon. In the waiting room, Rae tried to imagine that Jessup was beside her, but she knew he would have never come here with her. She considered leaving, but before she could the nurse called her name and took her into a small office for blood tests. Rae didn’t panic until she walked into the examining room. The doctor was a woman who seemed much too young—and really, Rae knew, this visit was pointless.

“I don’t think this is the best time for me to be examined,” Rae said.

“You’re right,” the doctor said. “The best time would have been two months ago.”

Rae took off her clothes, put on a paper smock, and lay down on the examining table. She closed her eyes during the internal, and when she was told that everything looked fine, she was sure this doctor was a fool.

Rae answered all the questions for a medical history, but as she did she could feel herself growing colder. If she really thought about it, it was better this way. She wasn’t meant to have a baby alone, it was fate; and if there was a good time to lose a baby it was now, before she began to feel it move inside her, before she started to wait for the rhythm of its turning in its sleep.

“Is something wrong?” the doctor asked her. “You just don’t seem interested.” She had been going over a food chart and discussing the vitamins she was about to prescribe.

“How long have you been a doctor?” Rae asked.

“Four years—is that long enough for you?”

Rae felt herself grow embarrassed. “Oh, it’s enough, all right,” she said. “It’s just that you missed something. My baby is dead.”

“I see,” the doctor said. “You’re positive?”

Rae was so cold that she was certain her blood had begun to freeze. When she looked closely at herself she noticed that the skin on her arms and legs was faintly purple.

“Don’t you think I know?” Rae said. “Don’t you think I can tell?”

“Lie down,” the doctor said.

Rae knew now—this was the moment when she would be cut open: the doctor would reach her hands deep inside and lift the baby out, then hide it as she sewed Rae back together.

“You’d better not touch me,” Rae said.

She could not believe her voice. Her real voice didn’t sound that way. The doctor rolled over a tall, metal machine, and when she moved closer to the examining table, Rae sat up straight.

“Don’t come near me,” she said.

It was her voice after all. God, she was practically squeaking. It wasn’t so much being cut open that terrified her, it was the fact that it was now. Now the operation would begin. Now she would lose her baby.

“I don’t know what you think I’m going to do to you,” the doctor said. “But all I’m going to do is listen to your baby’s heartbeat.”

Rae nearly laughed out loud; this was supposed to comfort her? A wild search for a heartbeat that wasn’t there.

“Okay?” the doctor said.

Rae looked at her coldly, then shrugged. She lay back down on the table and closed her eyes.

“This amplifies sound,” the doctor explained as she rubbed some gel on Rae’s abdomen.

With her eyes closed, Rae could feel the ice in the room, and it made her think of the time she and Jessup had taken a bus to Rockport one winter. The harbor had been frozen solid, but as they stood by the docks they could see the tide moving beneath the ice, and when they knelt down and peered beneath the dock they could see that the ice itself was shifting.

“That’s the placenta you hear,” the doctor said.

“If I lived in this town I’d go crazy,” Jessup had said. “Imagine trying to sleep with the sound of the goddamn ocean ringing in your ears.”

“I’d love it,” Rae had said. It was one of the few times she had disagreed with him. She didn’t look over at him, but could tell he was studying her.

“Yeah, well, maybe you get used to it if you hear it every night,” he had finally allowed her.

“I think I’ve found it,” the doctor said.

Rae opened her eyes. She leaned up, resting on her elbows.

“I don’t hear it,” she said.

“Just listen,” the doctor told her.

That was when she heard it, and at the moment she heard it she started to cry.

“That’s it,” the doctor said. “That’s your baby.”

Rae was hit by something as immediate as lightning, but more piercing, whiter, a thousand times more perfect. The heartbeat seemed to come from a very great distance away. She had to remind herself that it was inside her. If she’d ever said she didn’t care about this baby she’d been a liar. When the amplifier was turned off and she could no longer hear it, she sat on the edge of the examining table and wept. Later, she apologized to the doctor and got dressed. She filled out her medical forms and drove back to her apartment, but if anything it was all more of a mystery than it had been before: how anything as fragile as a body might suddenly be so strong it could carry two hearts, and not even feel the weight.

In less than a month, Rae found that she could come home from work, spend the entire evening in Jessup’s easy chair reading Dr. Spock, and actually enjoy it. There was a whole new language to learn: colic and cradle cap and expressed milk. She began to wake every night at three a.m., as though she were in training. She bought milk by the quart and drank herbal tea. When none of her clothes buttoned any more, she decided against a secondhand store. Instead, she took two hundred dollars out of the bank account, went to the maternity department at Bullock’s, and then spent more money on clothes in forty-five minutes than she had in the last five years. By the time the saleswoman had handed her two shopping bags, Rae was so out of breath that she had to go out to the parked Oldsmobile and lean her head against the steering wheel. There, in the parking lot, Rae felt something move for the first time. It wasn’t at all what she had expected, and she picked her head up from the steering wheel and waited for it to come again. She’d been expecting an actual kick, but what she felt was more like fluttering, as if a pair of wings were deep inside her. When it happened a second time Rae realized that she had been feeling the exact same thing for weeks.

“Oh, Jesus,” she said to herself in the Oldsmobile. This was really it: her child was moving.

She decided on natural childbirth and discussed it with her doctor. But when the subject of a labor coach came up, Rae found herself lying—her husband, she said, was currently on the road, selling truck tires. It was a career so unlike the ones Jessup dreamed of that for a moment she almost felt as though she had gotten back at him. She imagined him in a VW van, with a load of oversized tires, and she left him stranded on the interstate in Nebraska with a blowout and no tire small enough to fit his van.

The first person she asked to be her coach was Freddy, and he told her it was out of the question. For days afterward he was afraid to talk to her. Finally, he offered her money to hire a labor coach, and he couldn’t understand why she refused him.

“It would be totally different to have you as my coach,” Rae told him. “I wouldn’t be paying you—you’d be there because you wanted to be.”

“Oh, no I wouldn’t,” Freddy said. “Believe me. I wouldn’t want to be there. Rae, I don’t even want to hear about somebody’s birth. I don’t want to see a photograph. Is that the kind of coach you want?”

She nearly asked the woman next door, an actress she sometimes arranged to do her laundry with so they wouldn’t both have to sit in the laundromat alone after dark. But when Rae met her out by the mailboxes one evening and mentioned natural childbirth, her neighbor looked stricken. She couldn’t even step inside a hospital, she told Rae—if she were ever to have a child, they’d have to knock her out at the door.

And so it wasn’t as if Rae wanted to ask Lila Grey—she simply didn’t have anyone else.

“It’s pathetic, isn’t it?” Rae said, after she’d phoned Lila and explained what she wanted. “That I have to ask you.”

What was infinitely worse, Lila thought, was to be stupid enough to get trapped on the stairwell, and to have your water break right there, in a place that was so dim it was difficult to find your way on an ordinary day. No one had been there to help her on that stairway—but there were times when Lila liked to think that Hannie grabbed at her own side at the very same moment she did, searching each rib for the pain.

“Don’t you have anyone else?” she asked Rae. “A friend?”

“If I did would I be calling you?” Rae said.

“I told you not to call me,” Lila said, but she didn’t sound convincing, not even to herself. If she had only had the nerve to walk into the restaurant on Third Avenue she might not have been in that awful hot bedroom when her labor began, curled up in a bed that had been too small for her since she was twelve. She could have been safe in Hannie’s house, and for days afterward someone would have brought her hot tea and thin slices of toast, and she wouldn’t even have had to get out of bed, she could have held her daughter close, and watched as she slept.

“Just think about it,” Rae said. “That’s all I’m asking.”

For two weeks Lila thought of nothing else, but she didn’t return Rae’s call. She simply couldn’t bring herself to say no, not when she knew what it was like to be alone in a room that was so dark it sucked you into itself and filled your throat with so much darkness that every time you took a breath a dozen black plums pushed down on your tongue. When the door to Lila’s room had opened, the light from the hallway had saved her. She could still feel the sensation of the light on her skin as her cousin had walked into the room, she could feel each footstep as her cousin came closer, then mercifully put her arms around Lila and helped her up from the floor.

If that symbol hadn’t appeared in Rae’s cup, if it hadn’t been so clear that her child would be either stillborn or so damaged that a future was impossible, Lila might have agreed to help her. But instead, Lila stopped answering her phone. She told Richard she’d been getting crank calls, and the two of them lay in bed, still as stones, whenever the phone rang late at night, with a ring so piercing it cut right through your dreams. Lila’s readings suffered—not just because she missed appointments when she didn’t answer the phone, but because she had used up so much energy in not telling Rae the truth that she now couldn’t seem to lie to anyone else. She told one bad fortune after another: old clients began to cancel their appointments for weekly readings, new clients at the restaurant fled from their tables in tears and complained to the management. But Lila couldn’t seem to stop herself. She told old women to draw up their wills, and young women wept when they heard that the lover who was absent on holidays was not with a sick friend but with a wife. The manager of The Salad Connection gave Lila one more chance, and when there were three more complaints in a single afternoon—a divorce, failure at a job, and possible drug abuse—he fired her.

In a way it was a relief. That very same day Lila took all the tins of loose tea from her cabinets and poured the tea down the drain in the sink. She had Richard call the phone company and change their number; she cut up her white silk turban with a pair of garden shears and threw out the red shawl she always used as a tablecloth during readings. When she decided to go into the auto shop each morning and take over the books, Richard was shocked, but Lila explained that she couldn’t stand another moment of listening to someone’s troubles; adding up the repair bills for BMWs and Audis was exactly what she needed to clear her head. But in the afternoons, when she was alone in the house, Lila was so uneasy that she couldn’t sit still. And when she looked out her window one day and saw Rae sitting in her parked car, Lila’s throat went dry, but she wasn’t surprised. She had been expecting her to appear for days, and, what was worse, she had wanted her to. Lila put on a sweater and went outside; she got into the passenger seat next to Rae and slammed the door shut.

“I’ve been trying to get up the nerve to come in and let you have it,” Rae said. “You could have at least answered the phone. You could have told me that you didn’t want to be my labor coach.” She stole a look at Lila. “Unless you haven’t decided yet.”

“I’m not the right person,” Lila said.

“It hardly takes any time,” Rae insisted. “There are only six weeks of Lamaze class, and they don’t start until February. You wouldn’t even see me again until then.”

Lila shook her head. “You need somebody else.”

“Don’t you understand?” Rae said. “I don’t have anyone else.”

They both looked out through the front windshield. Rae was close to tears, but Lila was the one who was afraid: if Rae reached out during labor and put her arms around Lila’s neck, she might be pulled back into the darkness. Already, she could hear the flapping of huge wings.

“I’ll tell you what I think,” Lila said evenly. “You may not need me after all. Your boyfriend may come back.”

“My boyfriend!” Rae said. “That’ll be the day.” But she looked over at Lila, interested. “What makes you say that?” she asked.

“I just feel it,” Lila said. “He’s not gone yet.”

Lila found herself agreeing to be Rae’s labor coach if Jessup failed to return—that’s how sure she was that she wouldn’t be needed. But afterward, when Rae had driven away and Lila was walking up the path to her front door, she felt a peculiar kind of regret, almost as if she wanted to witness the birth. She stood on the porch, between the two rose bushes. Even though the front door was open, she stood there a little longer, and she looked down the street. But Rae had pressed down hard on the accelerator—just in case Jessup had already come home—and the Oldsmobile was gone. There was nothing to see on Three Sisters Street except for a line of blue clouds in the western sky, a sure sign that before long the weather would change.

The following week it rained every day, but in spite of the weather the superintendent of Rae’s apartment complex strung white Christmas lights in the courtyard. The baby seemed more restless than usual, shifting its weight and throwing Rae off balance, so that she had to grab onto furniture and walls to stop herself from falling. It was the worst time of the year, those weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas when being alone can send you over the edge. Rae had just about given up hope that Lila’s prediction was right—expecting Jessup to come back left her lonelier than ever before. Every morning when she got out of bed Rae switched on the TV, just so she could hear someone’s voice. After a while she moved the set into the kitchen and propped it up on the counter so she could watch as she ate dinner. It was some time before Rae realized that this was exactly what her mother used to do, and it drove her wild to think that now that she finally was no longer haunted by the scent of Carolyn’s perfume she had to go and take on her habits. Once, she actually added mustard to her egg salad before she remembered it wasn’t she who liked egg salad that way, but her mother. Too much time alone was what was making her watch the news while she ate dinner and add mustard to things. When she was with Jessup she used to count the hours till the weekend, now weekends meant nothing to her, and there were times when Freddy had to remind her what day it was.

It was a Friday, and still raining, when Rae ran through the courtyard to get to her apartment before she was soaked. The door was slightly ajar, and she knew right away that Jessup was inside. She could hear the sound of the TV and she smelled fresh coffee. For a moment as she stood in the courtyard it was almost as if everything was the same as it had been before that awful heat wave. But as soon as she went inside and saw Jessup in the kitchen, she knew that it wasn’t the same. He didn’t even look as if he belonged any more: he seemed too big for the wooden chair he sat in, his boots stuck out from under the far side of the table, his denim jacket was hung over the back of the other chair, dripping water onto the linoleum. The oven was turned on so that his jacket would dry, and Rae felt uncomfortably warm. She stood in the kitchen doorway and stared at him and was surprised to find she had nothing to say.

Jessup cleared his throat. “I made some coffee,” he finally said.

Rae looked at the table now and saw that he had set out a ceramic mug for her and filled it with coffee. She could not remember his ever doing that for her before, not in seven years.

“I can’t,” she said. “I’m staying away from caffeine.”

“Oh,” Jessup said, as if he suddenly remembered her condition. He looked at her dead center, and Rae immediately pulled his old rain slicker more tightly around herself.

“Why don’t you sit down?” Jessup said, as if it was his place to invite her in.

Rae stayed exactly where she was.

“I’ve got myself a room in a place outside Barstow,” Jessup said.

“You don’t even have the decency to tell me what you think,” Rae said.

“Think about what?” Jessup said uneasily.

“About the way I look,” Rae said.

She really had to watch herself; she could hear her voice cracking. She went to the refrigerator and poured herself a glass of milk.

“You look great,” Jessup said.

“What a liar,” Rae said.

She sat across from him at the table and she knew that he hadn’t come back for her.

“After the movie wrapped I figured I had two ways to go,” Jessup said. “I could try and get my foot in the door of the movie business, which is a joke because once you’re a driver they think you’re an imbecile. Or I could get involved in a business proposition with a guy I met in Hesperia.”

“What business?” Rae said.

“I got lucky for once,” Jessup said. “It’s an estate sale. Some old guy died and his family is selling the property cheap. Three thousand dollars up front for me, and three thousand for my buddy.”

Rae had never heard him call anyone his buddy. She thought of the four thousand they had saved and her mouth tightened.

“You didn’t ask me how I’ve been feeling,” Rae said.

“You didn’t give me a chance,” Jessup actually had the nerve to say.

Rae picked up the carton of milk and threw it at him. He hadn’t expected it so he didn’t even try to duck. The carton hit him on the shoulder and milk poured down his shirt.

“Oh, Christ,” Jessup said. He jumped up and wiped off his shirt. “It doesn’t take much to get you hysterical these days, does it?”

Rae realized that she was exhausted. She reached for her glass of milk and finished it, wondering if they were having some kind of divorce here.

“There are plenty of things you didn’t ask me,” Jessup said. “Like what kind of business I’m considering.” When Rae didn’t ask, he told her anyway—it was forty acres with a trailer and a barn. “You know why the barn’s there?” Jessup grinned.

Rae couldn’t even begin to guess. “Why?” she asked.

“Because I’m going to be raising horses.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. When they had first run away together Rae had found a cabin for rent in Maryland, but, when Jessup had come to look at it, all he had to do was hear the squirrels running back and forth inside the attic walls and he’d fled. They had rented the garden apartment in Silver Spring instead.

“Laugh,” Jessup said. “But they’re not any old horses. They’re midget horses,” he informed her.

Rae let out a shriek that was so piercing Jessup ran over to her. It took a few seconds before he realized that she was hysterical with laughter. He shook his head and poured himself another cup of coffee and glared at her. He watched her, waiting for her to stop, but every time Rae even thought the words midget horses she burst out laughing all over again.

“Go ahead,” Jessup told her. “But you’ll take me seriously when I’m rich.”

Rae wiped the tears from her eyes and instantly felt sober. He actually believed in this.

“I swear to God, Rae,” Jessup said, “they’re no bigger than Saint Bernards.”

He spooned sugar into his coffee.

“I need this ranch,” he said.

Now she knew exactly why he’d come back. “Not on your life,” Rae said.

“Look, you took the car, now let me have the bankbook.”

“I would rather give that bankbook to a total stranger than give it to you,” Rae said. “I’d tear it in half first.”

“You won’t give me an inch,” Jessup said.

“I gave you a little more than that,” Rae said. “Like, try everything. I was in love with you.”

“Was?” Jessup said. He came up behind her and put his arms around her.

“Cut it out,” Rae said. “I really mean it.”

“I could stay here tonight,” Jessup said.

Having his arms around her reminded her that the room was much too hot. She stood up and turned off the oven. “I don’t want to pay the gas bills to dry your jacket,” she said.

They stood facing each other. It was getting dark, but neither of them went to turn on a light. There was still a puddle of milk on the floor, Jessup hadn’t bothered with it when he cleaned off his shirt, and the milk looked blue, as if someone had spilled a bottle of ink. Rae could feel the baby shift, and she put one hand against her ribs.

“I could stay,” Jessup said.

Rae shook her head. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him until he turned away, then she watched as he rinsed out his coffee cup and put on his denim jacket.

“I guess I’ll take the bus back,” Jessup said.

“I guess you will,” Rae shrugged.

You couldn’t see a thing out the kitchen window, but Rae could tell from the sound of the rain—it was bad weather for taking the bus back to Barstow, alone.

“I don’t want there to be any bad feelings,” Jessup said.

“Why should there be?” Rae said. “Because you care more about some horses than you do about your own child?”

“It’s all in my head,” Jessup said. “Nothing that’s happened lately has anything to do with you.”

“Nothing you’ve ever done has had anything to do with me,” Rae said.

“You’re wrong about that,” Jessup told her, and after he’d left she almost believed him. On some of those days when he stood outside her parents’ house, it was so cold even Jessup must have felt it. When she couldn’t manage to get out of the house she could see him from her bedroom window, waiting for hours. She couldn’t help but think of him there on the bus back to the desert; his legs were so long he’d have to stretch them out in the aisle and he wouldn’t get to Barstow until after midnight. In all the years they spent together Rae had believed that if she just kept working at it, she could keep him. But she just didn’t want to work that hard any more.

That night she didn’t have any trouble sleeping: her bed seemed softer than usual and the rain continued till dawn. In the morning, Rae cleaned the milk off the floor and washed out the coffeepot. But she didn’t open the drawer in the kitchen and reach beneath the silverware until two weeks later. She felt like a total fool to just be discovering that the whole time he’d been sitting there with her he’d already had their bankbook in the pocket of his denim jacket, and that his asking had only been a formality—he’d planned to leave her with nothing at all from the start.

When Rae didn’t call back Lila felt herself grow more and more anxious. She wanted to hear for herself that their bargain was sealed, she wanted to know the exact hour of the day when Jessup had come back. Rae’s unborn child had begun to haunt Lila: in the shop she thought about foolish things—baby smocks with pearl buttons, tiny silver spoons, bibs embroidered with lace—and each time she added up the columns of figures in the books she added wrong and charged Richard’s customers too little or too much. At night she dreamed of stillborn babies whose fingers and toes were as cold as ice. But what terrified Lila most was that there were actually times when she found herself making a list of names, as if this baby was hers.

If she was wrong—if Rae’s boyfriend didn’t return—Lila knew that she wouldn’t keep her part of the bargain. Every day she waited for the phone call that would release her, but the call never came. Richard could tell how upset she was; he asked so often what was wrong that finally Lila told him. But Richard didn’t understand; he thought Lila would make a wonderful labor coach, he urged her to keep her promise to Rae. His praise only drove Lila away from him, and it made her realize that if you haven’t told someone the truth for a long enough time, after a while you can’t tell him anything at all and expect him to understand.

So many days went by that Lila began to wonder if perhaps she was free of Rae at last. But then one night, as she was washing the dishes after supper, Lila closed her eyes for a moment and saw a tall man sitting in the very last row of a bus, his head tilted back so he could sleep. It seemed to be very late at night and the sky above the road was so clear Lila could see the Milky Way. Lila turned the water off in the sink and went to sit down. When Richard saw the look on her face, he dropped the magazine he’d been reading and sat up straight in his chair. Lila looked up at him; her eyes were so dark it was impossible to tell their true color.

“I’ve just seen something,” Lila said.

Richard tried to get her to explain, but she wouldn’t. He thought what she had seen was the problem, but that wasn’t it. It was the fact that she had seen anything at all. It was simply that on this night Lila knew that she could find out things she didn’t want to know. And she could feel it—it wasn’t the future she was seeing, but the past, and she grew so frightened that she couldn’t even go back into the kitchen alone, she had to ask Richard to walk in there with her and hold her hand.

They finished the dishes together, but Lila wouldn’t talk to Richard, and later when he said he was going to bed she didn’t seem to hear him. He stood in the doorway, waiting; when he called her name sharply, the way you call to people you can’t seem to waken, Lila told him to go on without her. And as Richard walked down the hallway he had the distinct impression that it was Lila who was walking away from him, even though she was still in the kitchen, staring out into the yard.

When Richard got into bed, Lila could hear the springs creak; the light from the crack under the bedroom door disappeared as he turned off the lamp. Lila called Rae at a little after eleven. Rae had already been asleep for an hour, and her voice was thick, but Lila could tell, right away, that Rae had been sleeping alone. She didn’t whisper the way she would have if her boyfriend had been there with her. You could hear the raw sound of betrayal in her tone.

“He came back all right,” Rae told Lila. “Only he left that same night, and he took all my money with him.”

“How could you let him do that to you?” Lila said.

“I didn’t let him!” Rae said. “He just took my bankbook and left.”

Lila sat down in a kitchen chair. She intended to tell Rae that she couldn’t go through with it—Rae would have to find another labor coach. But out of the blue she started thinking about names again, and the most beautiful of the names—Catherine and Jessica and Claire—made her feel like weeping.

“You think I should go after him and get that money back, don’t you?” Rae said.

“I don’t know,” Lila said. She felt dizzy, she really didn’t feel very well at all.

“You know, you’re right,” Rae said admiringly. “I let him get away with everything, but I’m not going to do it this time.”

After she’d hung up the phone, Lila put some water up to boil. She needed something comforting and plain: a packaged teabag, two spoons of sugar, a chipped blue cup and saucer. As Lila poured the water in, the teabag split apart, and she had to wait for the tea leaves to settle before she could drink. She sipped the tea slowly and listened as the rain began. At first there were only a few hard drops hitting the highest leaves in the lemon tree, and then it came down faster. The weeds on Three Sisters Street had gone wild this winter; each time it rained they crept farther into the vegetable patches, they wound themselves around the chain-link fences and around the lowest telephone wires. Tonight, the birds in the trees shivered, and husbands and wives turned to each other in bed beneath extra blankets and quilts. It was the kind of night when no one should be up past midnight, alone in the kitchen.

Lila had finished only half the cup when she realized that there was something wrong with the tea. It left a strange aftertaste in her mouth; her tongue was coated and numb. When she looked down into the cup, the outline of a child was already forming. Lila ran to the sink and spilled out the tea. She stayed there, leaning against the sink for balance. The rain was coming down harder than ever, but Lila couldn’t hear its echo on the roof or in the rain gutters. She suddenly knew exactly what she wanted; she didn’t even have to think about it, she felt it the way a mother feels her baby’s cries somewhere just beneath her skin. It seemed so simple now, she could hardly believe she had waited this long. She was going back to get her daughter, and before the rain slowed down, before the moon returned to the center of the sky, Lila went into the bedroom, and she quietly dragged her suitcase out of the closet and packed nearly all her clothes.

That night Richard dreamed of his mother. She was in the parlor of the old house in East China, with her hands in front of her face, weeping. Somehow, sparrows had gotten into the house; they flew everywhere and got tangled up in the drapes. There was nothing Helen could do to help them; she could only watch as more and more were caught in the heavy fabric, trapped inside billows of linen. As Richard dreamed, Lila packed her suitcase. Then she left the bedroom and closed the door behind her. She put her suitcase in the front hallway and went to make coffee. At exactly three a.m. the birds outside began to sing, and Lila went to the window. But already she was seeing only the things she imagined her daughter saw: bare white birch trees, a thin layer of ice smoothly covering the cement, the morning star in the east.

She was still thinking about her daughter when Richard woke up in the morning and found she wasn’t in bed. He went into the living room. Lila was sitting on the couch; her coat was draped over the rocking chair. Richard sat down next to her, but instead of taking her hand he kept his own hands folded in his lap.

“What’s happening to us?” Richard said.

Lila knew she should have told him the day she met him, or the night before they got married. She should have asked him to take a walk with her on the East China Highway or told him in the car on the way to California. There were a half dozen times when she nearly begged him to turn back to New York—every time they saw a little girl, in the back seat of a car, at the counter of Howard Johnson’s, on a billboard high above the interstate. On each anniversary, during every full moon she could have told him. But all of those chances slipped away, just as this one was slipping away from them now.

Lila turned to him and rested her head against his shoulder. Richard was wearing a blue bathrobe that Lila had given him for his birthday one year. He began to stroke Lila’s hair, and each time he did Lila held him a little tighter. But by the time the blackbirds in the yard had flown to the highest branches of the lemon tree, Lila had missed another chance completely. All the way to the airport, in the back seat of the taxi, she kept one arm on her suitcase and thought about the way he’d asked her, at the very last minute, not to go. He never asked why she was leaving, just asked her not to go. After the taxi dropped her off, Lila stopped thinking about Richard, and, after all, she had to. Once the jet had taken off, it didn’t really matter if she missed him or not: in less than six hours she’d be back in New York.

It took Rae three full days to track him down, and at the end of that time she felt as though she could commit murder. It had been bad from the start—when she drove out to Barstow there were dead animals all over the road: snapping turtles with their shells cracked open, lost dogs, hawks with wingspans of nearly two feet. Every time she passed something dead on the road, Rae closed her eyes and pressed her foot down harder on the accelerator. Then, when she got into town, she found he wasn’t listed in the phone book, and she had to waste forty dollars on two nights at a motel where the lumpy mattress made sleeping impossible.

He didn’t have a box at the post office, and there wasn’t a car registered in his name at the Department of Motor Vehicles. It was almost as if he had never existed. By the third day Rae had just about given up hope of ever finding him again when she heard a waitress mention his name at Dunkin’ Donuts.

“Is that my Jessup you’re talking about?” Rae said without thinking.

The waitress turned from her friend and looked Rae up and down; even when she was seated anyone could tell Rae was pregnant.

“I don’t know,” the waitress said carefully. She was eighteen years old and she had the feeling that she might have gone out with a married man. “It’s the Jessup that took me out to dinner last Saturday night.”

“How many of them do you think there can be?” Rae said.

“One,” the waitress agreed.

It didn’t take much to talk the waitress into divulging Jessup’s Hesperia address, and once she’d gone that far the waitress went on to give Rae exact directions, writing them down on the back of a paper napkin.

On the drive over the hills Rae saw two coyotes turning over crushed turtles with their paws, inspecting the shells passively. It was night when she finally got to Hesperia, and she had to pull over and switch on the light so that she could study the directions. For a while she thought she was lost, but after another twenty minutes of driving in the dark she knew she had found the right place—she saw a flash of silver. Jessup’s trailer. She pulled the Oldsmobile off the road, then cut the lights and headed down the long dirt driveway. It was so quiet that she felt herself straining to hear something. There was an old Ford convertible parked near the trailer, and Rae thought bitterly, Jessup’s buddy’s car. She parked and turned the key in the ignition, and when her eyes adjusted to the dark she made out Montana license plates on the Ford; she could see a row of shovels and hoes leaning against the trailer, and Jessup’s old leather boots, the ones she’d bought him, caked with mud, set out on the porch.

A huge antenna was balanced over the trailer, but the air out here had to be too thin for TV frequencies, and when Rae turned on her radio to find out the time, all she got was static. Whatever time it was, it felt late. The lights in the trailer were out, and anyone could tell that whoever was inside was already asleep. Still, when Rae listened carefully she could hear noises. Beyond a small barn was a corral; Rae leaned toward the windshield and narrowed her eyes to see the horses. Jessup was right, they weren’t any bigger than dogs, but somehow that didn’t seem funny now. They moved in a group along the wooden fence, restless, raising a thin layer of dust. Rae found herself wondering what would happen if somebody opened the gate for them. Probably they would race toward the hills and you’d be able to hear them for miles as they moved like one dark creature, the sound of their hoofs steady in the night.

After two nights of not sleeping well, she just couldn’t face Jessup yet. While she was deciding on the best place to look for a motel for the night she fell asleep behind the wheel, and it was Jessup’s partner, Hal, who found her when he went out to feed the horses at five thirty the next morning. He hadn’t had his coffee yet, and it was still dark, so he didn’t notice the parked Oldsmobile until after he’d dragged the bales of hay out of the barn. The horses were waiting impatiently at the gate; Jessup had shut off the alarm clock and turned over, leaving everything to Hal, just as he did every morning. A stranger’s parked car just meant one more thing for Hal to attend to while Jessup slept, but when he walked over and saw it was only a woman asleep, he couldn’t wake her. He went to feed the horses, and it was the sound of their running to greet him that woke Rae. She knew right away she shouldn’t have slept in the car: her legs were riddled with cramps and her ribs hurt, as if the baby had been pressing against them all night long. When she got out of the car she stamped her feet; it was much colder than she’d expected and she wrapped her arms around herself. She went over to the corral, leaned against it, and watched Hal drag the hay inside. The air smelled like peaches, but it was cold enough to give you goosebumps.

“I’m Rae,” she said when Hal faced her, but she could tell from his puzzled look that her name didn’t mean anything to him.

Inside the corral, the horses were so excited as they ate hay that their bodies seemed to shake. They were shaggier than most horses, and even when they ate they stayed crowded together, as though they were afraid to be alone. Rae couldn’t take her eyes off them; the longer she watched them, the more difficult it was for her to breathe.

“It takes a while to get used to the air out here,” Hal said after he’d walked out of the corral and shut the gate behind him.

He took her inside the trailer. The place was a mess—kitchen cabinets left open, clothes tossed all over the floor—and everything was so tiny that Rae felt more uncomfortable than usual about her size. She had to turn sideways to get into the kitchen and sit down. At the rear of the trailer was a set of bunk beds; Rae could tell that the person asleep in the lower bunk was Jessup just by his shape beneath the blankets.

“I can’t believe this is what he spent my money on,” Rae said.

Hal poured himself a cup of coffee and offered one to Rae, but she refused with a wave of her hand.

“I could kill him,” she said.

Hal handed her the sugar bowl. “We’re out of milk,” he said. “We’ve got Cremora, but I never use it. It always gives me a terrible headache.”

Rae looked at him as if he were the stupidest person on earth. “I’m upset,” she said. “Can’t you tell how upset I am? Don’t you talk to me about Cremora.”

Hal took some orange juice out of the small refrigerator and poured her a glass. He sat down across from her without saying a word and watched her drink.

“We’ve been together for seven years,” Rae said. “That’s not even counting high school. I don’t suppose he ever mentioned me?”

Hal shook his head. “The longest I ever lived with someone was two years and seven months,” he said. “Her name was Karen.”

Rae nodded, expecting more, but Hal clammed up.

“I left her,” Hal said finally. “I guess I’ll always regret it.”

Jessup moved in his sleep, and Rae and Hal looked at each other.

“He never gets up on time,” Hal said. He took a sip of black coffee. “And of all the things he never told me, he certainly didn’t mention a wife who was pregnant.”

“We’re not married,” Rae said. And to herself she thought: This is really it. I really could kill him.

In his sleep, Jessup heard Rae’s voice, and he dreamed that he was talking to Rae on the telephone in his mother’s apartment in Boston. Whenever he used to talk to her, he’d felt as if there was nothing he could not do. Back then, all they’d needed was enough money for gas. Everything was out in front of them, possibilities were endless. Jessup woke up, but he lay in the lower bunk bed without moving and he counted the weeks until his thirtieth birthday. He had been born in the dead center of March, in one of the worst snowstorms ever to hit Boston. He just couldn’t wait to be born, his mother had told him. She could feel his head moving downward as the taxi drove to Brigham and Women’s Hospital, and he’d been born in the elevator, between the third and fourth floors.

Rae had admitted to Hal that she was starving, and he’d decided to drive into Barstow and get food. Jessup stayed in bed until he heard the trailer door slam and Hal’s car start. Then he got up and pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweater. Rae heard him coming up behind her, but she didn’t look at him, not until he navigated around the table and faced her.

“I was just thinking about sending you my new address,” Jessup said.

“I’m here for my money,” Rae told him. “You couldn’t possibly have spent it all on a down payment for this.”

“I’m just curious,” Jessup said. “How’d you find out where I was?”

“If you really want to know,” Rae said, “from a waitress in Barstow.”

“Paulette,” Jessup said. “Well, I think I ought to tell you that she’s nothing to me.”

“Look,” Rae said, “I don’t care what she is. I want my money.”

Jessup lit a cigarette and leaned against the refrigerator. “I don’t have it, Rae. I used half as a down payment, and the rest went to fix this place up. We’re going to build a new corral, and we’re buying a pickup truck—we’ve got expenses.”

“Get the money back,” Rae said stubbornly.

“Let me just tell you my plan.”

“Get it from that waitress,” Rae said. “She must save her tips.”

“I told you already. She’s nothing,” Jessup said. He seemed pleased every time Rae mentioned Paulette. “Let me just explain my plan. These horses we’ve got are the perfect pet for people with money. Compared to one of these horses, a dog is nothing. What I’m saying is you’ll have to just wait a while for your money. But I intend to pay you back.”

“How could you do this to me?” Rae said. “What did you think I needed money for, a trip to Tahiti? I’m having a baby, Jessup.”

“Let me just show you the place,” Jessup said.

He got her a heavy sweater and opened the trailer door.

“Come on,” he urged. “Just take a look.”

They went out to the corral; the horses were now huddled at the far side. When he showed her the barn, Rae put her hand to the small of her back and rubbed the muscles that had been aching all morning. She realized then that the baby was pushing down on her bladder and that she’d never make it back to the trailer. She went out behind the barn, crouched down, and peed, and when she got up she saw Jessup watching her.

“Don’t look at me,” she said.

“Why not?” Jessup said. “You look really good. I never saw anybody pregnant look so good.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rae said.

“It’s a compliment. But then I always thought you looked good,” Jessup said. “I picked you, didn’t I? Didn’t I ask you to leave Boston with me?”

Actually, he had, and afterward she’d wondered if she’d imagined it. He was walking her home one night; as usual they had stopped on the corner before Rae’s block. That was the night he told her that he planned to leave Boston. He hadn’t been looking at her, but as she watched Jessup, Rae felt as though she could see the shell around him crack open, and for a second she could see inside him.

“I mean, it’s totally up to you,” he had said casually. “I’m used to being alone, but if you want to go I’m not going to stop you.”

“Maybe I will leave with you,” Rae said, trying to sound just as casual. After that she kept sneaking looks at Jessup, searching for that crack in his shell, and at certain angles she could almost see it. But she never again had the sense that she was looking inside him, and it began to seem ridiculous that she had once imagined she could see past his skin to a thin band of light.

Whatever had happened, she had certainly never felt chosen by Jessup, and now it didn’t matter who had done the choosing.

“I’ll never forgive you for this,” Rae said.

“I guess not,” Jessup said.

They were at the corral when Hal drove up with the groceries. They turned to watch him carry the bags into the trailer.

“Don’t you care that this is your baby?” Rae asked Jessup once Hal had gone inside.

“What if I did?” Jessup said. “What good would it do me? Even if I wanted to be his father, how could I be? I’d just ruin it—I’d end up disappearing and the guy would hate me in the end, so I might as well get all that over with now.” Jessup lit a cigarette. It was windy, so he had to cup the lit match in his hand. “If we had planned it, it might have been different,” he said. “I could have gotten some place like this ranch before, and by the time the kid was born I would have been rich.”

She knew he wasn’t going to give her any of the money back, and somehow Rae didn’t even care any more. She gave him back his sweater and walked over to the Oldsmobile. The engine took a while to turn over, and once it did Rae had to pump the gas to keep it going. Through the closed car windows she could still smell the horses. If she hadn’t been pregnant she might have actually considered moving here, in spite of the waitress and the fact that he hadn’t even asked her to stay. Usually, she didn’t take up much space—she could have slept beside him in the bunk bed, her spine against the metal wall. It would have been easy enough to wash all the dirty dishes with boiling-hot water, and the clothes left strewn on the floor would have taken a half hour at most to hang up. At night, the horses would run in circles, and the coyotes would come down from the hills to watch them, a little braver and a little closer to the corral each time. But, of course, she was no longer really alone, and Jessup would never be able to understand her putting somebody before him.

Just as she was about to leave, Jessup walked over and tapped on the window. After Rae rolled it down, he surprised them both by taking her hand. For a moment Rae swore she could see the stream of light just beneath his skin, but she forced herself to look away.

When Rae put the car in gear Jessup let go of her hand. But before she drove back onto the dirt driveway Rae turned to him and smiled.

“You’re going to miss me,” she said, and she didn’t even give him a chance to disagree.

In Barstow, Rae stopped at a diner and got herself a sandwich to go, which she ate as she drove over the mountains. There was a thin cover of snow on the ground, and even though the altitude was higher, it was already easier to breathe. By the time she reached the flatlands it was possible to pick up L.A. radio stations. The air grew warm enough to turn the car heater off. She wasn’t thinking about Jessup, she was thinking about those horses, and the more she thought about them the more relieved she was that she didn’t have to spend another moment watching them move along the wooden fence. The whole time she had been with Jessup she had been seeing those horses. Even when she wasn’t looking she could still see them out of the corner of her eye, like a shadow that kept getting in the way of her line of vision.

She got home in the middle of the afternoon. After she’d parked the Oldsmobile and gotten out she noticed a Volkswagen parked in front of the entrance to the apartment complex. As she walked by she could tell that the man in the driver’s seat was watching her, and halfway across the courtyard she knew that he was following her. Rae walked faster and kept her keys between her fingers, sharp edge out. When she heard him clear his throat she started to run. For the first time in weeks she wished desperately that Jessup were in the apartment and that all she had to do was shout his name and he’d open the front door.

“Are you Rae?” she heard the man behind her call.

She kept running.

“Rae?” he called.

She turned and faced him. He was standing in the middle of the courtyard watching her.

“What if I am?” Rae said. She was less than fifty feet from her own door, and if she ran she could make it there before he had the chance to move.

“I’m Richard Grey,” he told her. “Lila’s husband.”

Now that he was here he felt slightly ridiculous. He’d found her address in Lila’s phone book, but it was really none of his business.

Rae looked over her shoulder, at her front door. Being afraid had started her wishing for Jessup, and now she found she couldn’t stop. It was almost as if the man she wanted was someone other than the one she had just left in the desert. The Jessup she wanted was waiting for her at home. Together they felt so safe they could keep the door unlocked at all hours of the day and night and not feel as if they were in any danger.

“Is something wrong?” Rae managed to ask.

“Lila’s gone,” Richard told her.

“What do you mean—gone?” Rae said.

“She went to New York,” Richard said. “I knew you were counting on her to be your labor coach, so I thought I’d better tell you. I’ve been trying you on the phone, but no one’s ever home.”

“Wait a second,” Rae said. “She promised me.”

“Well, she’s back in New York,” Richard said. In the empty courtyard his voice sounded hollow. “That’s where we come from,” he added, as though it explained something.

Rae felt her face get hot. “You can’t depend on anybody,” she said.

“So what do you think?” Richard said to her now. “Do you think she’s coming back?”

Rae looked at him carefully and realized that he was crying. She looked away, embarrassed, but she couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to be loved that much.

“Sure,” Rae said. “She’ll come back.”

She was certain that after she’d left this morning Jessup had gone on with his plans for the day. He wouldn’t start to miss her till later, and then he’d borrow Hal’s car and drive to Barstow. He’d look up that waitress or somebody new, and the whole time he was missing her, he’d be holding somebody else.

Richard had collected himself, and he was particularly grateful that Rae hadn’t looked at him while he’d been crying.

“I guess I’ll go home,” he said.

“That’s a good idea,” Rae agreed. “Maybe she’ll call you.”

They looked at each other then and laughed.

“It’s hell waiting for a phone call,” Rae said.

“How about a drink?” Richard said suddenly, and then he seemed flustered. “I didn’t mean alcohol,” he explained. “I was thinking about something cold.”

Actually, Rae knew that what he wanted wasn’t a drink. It was just some company.

“Sure,” she said.

Richard followed her across the courtyard, then waited while she unlocked the door and went to turn on the lights. His pain was so evident that Rae almost forgot her own as she led him into the kitchen and poured them both glasses of cold, blue milk. It made it a little easier to come home when someone was sitting across the table, and because neither of them wanted to leave, they drank two glasses of milk apiece, and after a while Rae had to admit she could use a little company, too.


PART FOUR


IT WAS SNOWING WHEN LILA first got to New York, and that made her arrival easier. Everything was white, and when she took the limousine from Kennedy Airport into Manhattan she could have been anywhere: in the middle of a frozen city in Europe, deep in the iciest part of Canada. She was dropped off at the Hilton, and it felt so anonymous there that she stayed. She ordered room service and had her dinner at a table by the window on the twenty-third floor. Below her was a grid of lights. Each time a building dared to seem familiar it was swallowed up by snow; this high up above the city it almost seemed as if Lila was farther away from New York now than she had been for the past twenty-seven years.

At midnight Lila got into bed, but every time she closed her eyes she thought she heard something, and at a little after two she got up and turned off the steam heat. In the morning it was so cold that ice formed inside windowpanes all over the city. Lila ordered breakfast from room service, and then, when the waiter had left her alone and her coffee had been poured, she took out the Manhattan Telephone Directory. Her parents were no longer listed, and when she dialed the old number, which she was surprised to find she still knew by heart, a stranger answered and insisted she’d had the number for more than fifteen years.

She would get the information out of them no matter what. She didn’t care how old they’d become: she would shake her mother by her shoulders until her fragile bones snapped, she would stare her father down no matter how sightless his eyes had become. She got dressed and went down to the lobby at a little after ten. Her wool coat was much too thin for a New York winter, and even after she had gotten into a cab she was still freezing. She gave the driver her old address and sat on the edge of the back seat. The city seemed much more complicated, and there was so much more of everything: traffic, and lights, and fear. When they got there Lila made the driver circle the block four times before she admitted that her building was gone. The old brownstones had been knocked down and a new co-op had taken their place, and it was the oddest feeling to be back on her old street without really being there at all. She had the driver circle the block one last time while she tried to decide what to do. She could feel herself begin to panic. All she could think of were the smallest details from her past: the numbers of the buses that used to run crosstown, the varieties of flowers their neighbors used to keep in a window box, how many cracks in the sidewalk had to be stepped over and avoided when she walked from the front stoop to the candy store.

“This is costing you money,” the driver reminded her. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“The building’s gone,” Lila said. Her voice sounded higher than it should, as if she were still eighteen and so shy she could barely bring herself to ask customers in the restaurant what they’d like for lunch.

“Yeah, well, that happens,” the driver assured her. “How about trying another address?”

They drove to Third Avenue, but when they reached the corner Lila told the driver not to stop. As they passed by the spot where the restaurant used to be, Lila rolled down her window. Hannie always walked west when she left the restaurant in the evenings; if Lila worked late she could sometimes look out and see Hannie looking through the wooden boxes of vegetables in the market down the block, choosing the right head of cabbage or pointing to three perfect apples with a bony finger before she reached for the change purse she kept pinned to the inside pocket of her black skirt.

All the time Lila had been away she had imagined New York to be exactly as she had left it. Pigeons still sat on the ledge outside her bedroom window, her mother made pot roast every Friday night in the cast-iron roasting pan she had inherited from Lila’s grandmother. At night the sky was inky, apartments were always overheated and hallways much too cold, and on Third Avenue, at the rear table, you could find out everything you had ever wanted to know for fifty cents. It was almost as if Lila had truly believed that she could be eighteen again, and that one ticket on a jet from Los Angeles to New York could buy back all the things she had lost. There was only one more address that might be worth something—her aunt and uncle’s apartment on 86th Street. They were her cousin Ann’s parents, and by now they’d be quite elderly. Lila had spent holidays at their apartment. The adults had always sat in the living room, drinking wine and eating small apple cakes. The children had been relegated to the bedroom, where they could make as much noise as they liked.

Ann, older than the rest of the cousins, would lock herself away in the second, smaller bedroom. They could hear her radio through the bedroom wall, always the same thing, Frank Sinatra, and the cousins made fun of her behind her back and called her Frankie’s girl. Once, when the cousins were being particularly obnoxious, opening the windows and tossing crumpled newspapers onto anyone who happened to walk by, Lila had gone out into the hallway, pushed open her cousin’s bedroom door a bit, and looked in. The radio was on and Ann was lying on her bed, writing in her diary. When she saw Lila at the door she rushed over and slammed it shut, so hard that it made Lila jump. Lila was twelve years old, and because she felt that nobody wanted her, she stayed right there in the hallway. Then and there she decided that she would never come to another family get-together again, and when her parents were ready to go and called out her name, they were surprised to find her waiting by the door, already wearing her coat and her hat.

She had never gone back to that apartment again, although when the driver now pulled up it seemed as if she had been there only days ago. She went in through the first set of doors. It was dark in the foyer, just as it had been the last time she’d been there, when her hair was so long it fell to her waist, even after it had been braided. Her parents had been arguing, so Lila was the one to ring upstairs, and she’d stood on tiptoes to reach the buzzer.

All morning Lila could feel the chances of finding her daughter slip away; and there were times, when the taxi was stalled in traffic, when she could not quite remember why she had come back in the first place. Here in the foyer, the black-and-white tiles echoed when you walked across them. The glass shade that covered the overhead light made things seem fuzzy and shapeless, and Lila had to look twice before she allowed herself to believe that the name Weber—her mother’s maiden name—was still on the tenants’ directory. She had found someone.

She rang upstairs; there was the sound of static as someone on the sixth floor picked up the intercom.

“Yes?” a woman said.

“It’s me,” Lila said, right away, as though she’d been expected. “Lila.”

There was static over the intercom, and then suddenly, the buzzer rang. Lila grabbed the door open and ran all the way to the elevator. She went down the long hallway on the sixth floor, and then knocked on the door, once. She could feel her heart racing, and when someone came to open the door Lila could feel the click of the lock inside her own body, like a bone breaking.

There was a chain inside the door, and a woman looked out, examining Lila. For a moment Lila recognized her aunt; she was just as she had been when Lila was twelve years old.

“It is you,” the woman said.

It was Lila’s cousin, not her aunt, and for the first time since she’d come to New York Lila felt that same sense of expectation she had had when she had begged Richard to drive into Manhattan one last time. She could actually feel herself getting closer to the past when she walked into the apartment, and if her teenaged cousin had run past them, to lock herself in her bedroom and listen to records, she wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised.

“I guess I must look old to you,” Ann said. “You get this way living in Manhattan, but when my parents moved to Florida I couldn’t pass up a rent-controlled apartment, so I moved back here.”

Lila tried to listen to her cousin, but she couldn’t. Again and again she reminded herself that she didn’t have to scream—all she had to do was ask; she simply wanted a name or an address. She wanted her daughter.

“I was married and divorced and I took back my own name,” Ann was saying. “If I were still living in Connecticut you would have never found me. His last name was Starch, which should have warned me right from the start.”

Lila wanted to interrupt, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak.

“It’s just my mother now,” Ann said. “My father died two years ago.” She looked at Lila carefully. “Do you want to know about your parents?” she asked.

“No,” Lila said.

The force of that word felt like a piece of glass under her tongue, and when Ann asked if she wanted a drink of water or juice, Lila nodded. While Ann was in the kitchen Lila realized that she was sitting where her mother always sat when they came for a visit. On holidays her mother never had more than two glasses of wine, but that small amount did something to her, and on the way home from this apartment she always told Lila family secrets: how her brother had been in love with another woman but had settled for his wife, how her father had been such a big drinker they used to hide the wine in a boot kept in the front closet.

“Are they alive?” Lila asked when Ann came back with tall glasses of orange juice.

Ann shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said.

There was a plate of cookies on the table, and that reminded Lila that her mother had packed her a lunch to take along on the train out to East China. She had been unwrapping the cheese sandwich that her mother had made in those last moments before they took her to Penn Station when the train reached the outskirts of East China. She put her sandwich down and moved closer to the window and saw the spot where the potato fields begin, where the earth is so sandy you can feel it whenever you rub your fingers together, and at night the sand gets in between the sheets on everyone’s bed, and each time you kiss someone you can feel sand on the edge of your tongue.

“Cancer,” Ann said. “Both of them.”

They sat on couches facing each other, a coffee table between them.

“I know why you’re here,” Ann said. “It was all my fault. When they asked me about adoption I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“I want her back,” Lila said.

It was such a simple thing to say that it was hard to believe it could hurt so much to say it.

“Sometimes I wish I had taken her for myself,” Ann said.

“I’ve wanted her back from the minute you took her,” Lila said.

“I thought about keeping her when I had her with me in the cab,” Ann said. “She was wrapped in one towel, and it just seemed so cold that night.”

That night when she had walked out to the living room both of Lila’s parents had turned away, terrified to look at the baby. Out on the street, she couldn’t get a cab, so she kept the baby warm inside her coat and walked to Eighth Avenue. The baby was crying and Ann could feel her shivering. The ice storm had stopped everything: no buses were running and telephone lines were out. Stores that were usually open twenty-four hours a day were shut down behind iron bars, trucks were abandoned on the roads, pigeons froze in midair, and their shattered bodies lined the sidewalks.

Some people who were stranded had managed to get cabs, which were driven by only the bravest drivers. They skidded and careened down the avenues, and each time one passed Ann hailed it, but no one would stop for her. She had called Dr. Marshall from Lila’s parents’ apartment and arranged to meet him in his office at the hospital as soon as the baby was born. Now, she wasn’t sure if he’d still be there or if he’d gone home once the ice storm had begun. But where else was there to go? Although her feet were numb and a coating of ice formed around her ankles, she continued walking downtown. After a while the baby stopped crying, and that was what really scared Ann—as long as it had been making noise she knew it was alive. She shook it, but there was no response, and she could tell it was the silence of someone who has nothing more to lose. She had to get to the hospital immediately, and the next time a taxi passed Ann ran out into the street and stood right in front of it. The taxi skidded to a halt when it couldn’t avoid her, and as soon as it had stopped, Ann ran to the passenger door and got inside.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the cabbie said. “You can’t just jump in front of a cab and get in.”

“I have to get to Beekman Hospital,” Ann told him.

Now that she was sitting down she could feel that, tucked inside her coat, the baby was still breathing.

In the back seat was a couple who had been stranded uptown; because all the hotels were full, they had offered the cab driver a hundred dollars to take them home to Brooklyn. Ann looked slightly crazy to them—every strand of her hair was covered by ice, and under the yellow light of a street lamp they could see that there was dried blood on her hands.

“Take her wherever she wants to go,” they advised the cab driver, and that was when Ann considered not giving the baby up, that was when it just seemed too cold.

Dr. Marshall was asleep on the couch in his office. Ann woke him, then stood by the desk as he called the couple on Long Island whom he’d promised the baby to earlier that night. She didn’t hear a word he said to them; she was listening to the baby’s even breathing from deep within her winter coat. Finally, she handed the baby to Dr. Marshall so that he could examine her and put her footprint on a birth certificate made out in the adoptive parents’ names. He wanted to take the baby upstairs, but Ann wasn’t ready to hand her over. She asked if she could be the one to carry her to the nursery.

That night there were nearly a dozen other newborns in bassinets, and for some reason none of them were crying. A night nurse sat in a rocking chair, but she had fallen asleep, and when Ann placed the baby in an empty bassinet there wasn’t a sound in all of the nursery. She walked all the way to the apartment she shared with three other nurses. By now, it was a beautiful night, so clear that you could see Orion just above the roofs of the tallest buildings.

After that night Ann just couldn’t bear to see Dr. Marshall any more. When he came into the emergency room the next morning to admit one of his patients who had gone into labor, Ann hid in the toilet until he was gone. Later, she went up to the nursery, but the baby was already gone. Whatever spell there had been the night before had been broken—all the babies were crying in unison, and the attention of five nurses couldn’t soothe them. A few weeks later, Ann applied for a job at New York Hospital and moved uptown. There were times when she simply refused to meet old friends downtown. And when she got married and was living in Connecticut, she was grateful that she no longer had to walk past the maternity ward or the nursery and feel she had helped ruin somebody’s life each time she heard a baby cry.

“I need to know their name,” Lila said evenly.

Ann looked over at her, confused.

Lila’s voice rose dangerously. “Tell me the name of the people who took her to Long Island.”

“I already told you,” Ann said. “I didn’t listen when Marshall phoned them. It didn’t seem to matter.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Lila said. “Can’t you remember?”

“I can’t,” Ann said. “But I know who could—Dr. Marshall.”

They went into the kitchen together, and Lila stood right next to her cousin as she called Beekman Hospital. Marshall hadn’t been affiliated with Beekman since his residency, but if they waited the address of his private practice could easily be found. Lila couldn’t wait; she went back out to the living room and stood by the window. She was so close that she could hear her daughter breathing, buttoned up inside Ann’s winter coat; she could hear the taxi skidding across the avenue as the driver stomped on his brakes. If she had been the one in that taxi she would have never let that driver stop, she would have persuaded him to drive all night, and by the time they reached New Jersey her daughter would have been sleeping and the ice on the highways would have melted and refrozen into daggers, so that anyone who tried to follow them would have gotten no farther than the first dangerous corner.

Ann wrote Dr. Marshall’s address and phone number on a yellow slip of paper, and Lila quickly folded it and put it in her coat pocket. When Ann walked her out to the elevator neither woman could look at the other; it was as if what had once happened to them was so private they couldn’t allow themselves to acknowledge it. But when the door to the elevator opened, Ann put a hand on Lila’s arm to stop her.

“I always wondered if you blamed me,” Ann said.

“Of course not,” Lila said, and when she kissed her cousin goodbye anyone could tell that the only one she had ever blamed was herself.

It was late afternoon and already dark when Lila walked back to her hotel. But once she got to the Hilton, she didn’t stop, she continued walking, west and downtown. Each time she put her hand in her coat pocket to feel the slip of paper there, she felt a jolt; she was on the very edge—if she took one more step forward, she could never go back. Each time she tried to imagine going to see her daughter she couldn’t seem to get any farther than the front door. When she reached for the bell she was put off by some terrible heat, and when she finally forced herself to ring the bell it left its burning black imprint on her flesh. She was so terrified of her daughter’s reaction that she simply disappeared, and each time her daughter opened the door there was no one on the front porch, just two black feathers and a rush of cold air.

If she backed off now she could take the limousine back to Kennedy and be home tonight. She could watch Richard prune the rose bushes and then lead him into the bedroom and lie down beside him as though she had never been gone. And so each time Lila passed a phone booth and considered stopping to phone Dr. Marshall she kept on walking, and she knew that once she had her daughter’s address she would have to go on and that nothing would ever be the same again. She walked until it grew too late to call the doctor’s office; the streets became crowded with people on their way home from work, and in apartments above her lights were turned on, and ovens were lit to cook supper.

Tenth Avenue was exactly as she remembered it; when the wind came up across the river on a dark January evening it was still the coldest place in the city. If you stood on the corner facing west you could be sure your eyes would tear as you felt the pull of the river. It was colder by only a degree or two, but it was enough to make you feel it, enough to make you shiver as you waited for the first stars to appear in the sky.

If she could have found her way on the cobblestone streets beyond the avenue, if Hannie were still alive, she would have begged the old fortune-teller for advice. She needed someone to tell her what to do: this way hope, this way despair. She stood on the corner for longer than she should have, and when she finally hailed a cab the palms of her hands had turned blue. That night she was still undecided; she phoned the airlines for times of departures to L.A., she took out the slip of paper with Dr. Marshall’s address and looked at it a thousand times. She couldn’t eat dinner, and she was afraid to sleep. But when it was very late she had to lie down, just for a moment, and as soon as she closed her eyes she could feel herself begin to drift. When she dreamed, she dreamed of Hannie. They were two crows, high above the earth. Lila tried to hide it, but the scent of fear was all over her, and she was ashamed for Hannie to know what a coward she was. They were flying over a place where there were black hills; below them women prepared for a birth. From the air they could see that white sheets had been raised on poles to form a tent. There were ripples in the sheets, and the women had left footprints in the earth that looked like marks made by crows. There were more than a dozen women below them, and even though they seemed not to hurry, they were a hundred times faster than the crows flying above them.

“I can’t do this,” Lila called to Hannie, but the air was so thin she couldn’t be heard. All anyone could hear was the sound of the wind. In the center of the sky the sun grew hotter and hotter, and the wind began to smell like fire.

When the women reached the tent, each one knelt on the ground. In the air, Lila struggled to keep up with Hannie. When the old woman flew lower Lila followed her, even though the air currents were against her and she could feel tiny bones in her wings breaking.

She thought to herself, It’s too late, and she watched as Hannie took to the earth so quickly that her feathers were set on fire by pure speed. The women had begun to sing; the sound was closer all the time, and it went right through Lila. She was falling; it was a drop of twenty stories below her. The tent seemed much more beautiful than clouds, whiter than stars. She just gave in to it then, she let herself fall without a fight, even though the heat was getting stronger all the time. She could actually smell the burning feathers, and then the scent of black earth. Above her the air was cool and blue and so much easier to breathe. But it was such an enormous relief to finally let go that she couldn’t stop herself from weeping as she floated into her own shadow and, once and for all, gave up struggling against the delirious pull of gravity.

She needed to get in to see Dr. Marshall without his suspecting anything, and because he wasn’t taking any new patients, Lila had to lie to his secretary. She insisted that she had been a patient years ago, that she had just moved back to the city and was desperate: she had found a lump in her breast. She had to wait four days until he could fit her in. She should have been nervous, there was enough empty time to imagine the worst: medical files lost in a fire, doors slammed in her face, a squad car called to oust her from the doctor’s office. But instead, Lila began to feel calmer, and each day she was more convinced that it was only a matter of hours before she would have her daughter back again.

Each time she closed her eyes Lila could see the blue inlets of Connecticut that her daughter must have seen when they first brought her out to Long Island. At night her daughter heard gulls overhead, and in the summertime mimosas grew outside her bedroom window. At the far end of the hallway, in a room where there was a double bed and heavy pine furniture, the people who claimed to be her parents slept, never guessing that in her small white room Lila’s daughter closed the door and dreamed about her real mother.

In the morning, when the smell of bacon filtered through the house and they called upstairs to her, Lila’s daughter was still dreaming: somewhere there was a woman with blue eyes who had to brush her hair a hundred strokes each night, just as she did, so that the knots would untangle. She was always polite to them at breakfast, but they could tell she wasn’t really with them. On days when there were snowstorms or when she had the flu, she felt particularly trapped—the couple at the far end of the hallway became, momentarily, her keepers. But all she had to do was look up into a night that was filled with stars and she knew that she was leaving them: in her mind she was already with her true mother.

When they finally sat her down in the living room to tell her that she’d been adopted she nodded and smiled; she didn’t want to hurt them by telling them she had always known she wasn’t theirs. She just continued to do what she’d done all along: wait for her mother to appear. On the day of her high-school graduation, on her wedding day, on the morning after the birth of her first child, she waited. Soon she had another child, and her son and daughter were so talented they could swim like fish and recite the alphabet backward before their second birthdays, and when you held them their skin gave off the scent of oranges. On dark nights she kept a candle in the front window and she had her husband put a spotlight up over the garage so that the path to their house was well lit. Every year on Mother’s Day she sat out on the front porch, even when it was pouring rain, and she waited for her mother until long after dark, still hoping that this might be the day.

When they were reunited Lila would give her daughter everything she hadn’t been able to before. She bought a cashmere sweater at Lord & Taylor, a silk scarf at Bloomingdale’s, a pair of small opal earrings at a jewelry shop on Madison Avenue. She kept writing checks and didn’t even bother to enter the amounts on the stubs, and at night she sat on the floor in her hotel room and carefully wrapped each gift in imported wrapping paper that was so delicate it shredded if you unfolded it too quickly. Only on the day of her doctor’s appointment did she begin to feel a sense of dread. She was in the shower, with the water turned on very hot, when she distinctly heard a train whistle. She held on to the metal railing in the shower stall, but the train was so close that the railing had begun to rattle. It was one of the old trains that the Long Island Rail Road still used on routes that were no longer well traveled. There was a long stretch of frozen tracks, and the snow was so blinding that Lila had to reach for her sunglasses. But once she got to East China, once she was standing in the front yard of her in-laws’ house, it was so warm that she didn’t even need a sweater. She could see herself right there, under the pine trees, but when she opened her mouth to speak nothing came out but a stone.

Lila turned off the water and got out of the shower as fast as she could. She could still taste the cold weight of that stone in her mouth. She quickly got dressed and went down to get a cab, but when she got into the back seat she found that she’d lost her voice and it was a few moments before she could tell the driver where she wanted to go. In the doctor’s office she filled out a medical history with false information, then waited for nearly half an hour. A nurse led her into the consultation office, and that was when Lila realized how unsteady she was.

Dr. Marshall had already begun to read her invented medical history. Lila sat absolutely still in a chair across from him; outside, in an alleyway, the garbage was being collected and metal cans hit hard against the pavement.

“You’ve found a lump in your breast,” the doctor said, concerned.

Lila kept her hands folded in her lap, but she could feel the blood running through them until each finger was amazingly hot.

“No,” Lila said. “I haven’t.”

Dr. Marshall was confused, and he looked back down at her history.

“I’m looking for my daughter,” Lila said. “You placed her with a family on Long Island twenty-seven years ago, and I want her back.”

“I think you’ve made a mistake,” Dr. Marshall said.

“It was during the ice storm,” Lila told him.

The door to the office had been left ajar; now the doctor got up and closed it. Lila sat calmly in the leather chair, but she could feel her heart racing.

“What do you want?” Dr. Marshall asked.

“I told you,” Lila said. “Just give me an address.”

“You don’t understand,” the doctor said. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”

“You can,” Lila insisted.

He told her that it was too late; her daughter was a grown woman, with parents, a history, a life of her own. But he couldn’t talk Lila out of it. Nothing he could say would erase her small bed drenched with milk or the three weeks afterward when she bled every time she walked down the hall to the bathroom, and everything she owned became stained with blood.

“You think I don’t have any sympathy for you, but I do,” Dr. Marshall said. “If you had come to me the next day, or even the next week, I might have been able to do something.”

“I was eighteen years old,” Lila said. “I couldn’t.”

“I don’t think you’re listening to me,” the doctor said.

She tried to explain what the moments just before the birth were like, how it was to touch your belly and know that inside there was a perfect mouth, eyes that already blinked, fingers that opened and closed, searching for something to hold on to. Inside your own body was another, you could feel the pressure of its head until the moment when it was half inside you and half lost to you forever, slipping farther and farther away with every second, with each heartbeat.

“I don’t see how I can do what you’re asking,” Dr. Marshall said.

Lila put one hand on her forehead and rubbed her temples.

“I don’t see how you can’t,” she said.

When the nurse in the reception room buzzed the intercom, Dr. Marshall picked up and told her he wasn’t taking calls. Then he turned to Lila.

“I have two daughters myself,” he said.

Lila looked at him carefully. He leaned back in his chair and took off his glasses, and Lila saw that something was wrong with one of his eyes—it was milky and unfocused. She forced herself to look away so she wouldn’t feel anything for him. Lila could tell, already, that he was about to reveal something, and she also knew that afterward there wouldn’t be a day when he wouldn’t feel he’d compromised himself.

“I raised those girls and I still have times when I feel like they’re total strangers. I’m just warning you—you don’t know how disappointed you can be after twenty-seven years.”

“You don’t know how much you can still regret something after twenty-seven years,” Lila said.

“How about a cup of coffee?” Dr. Marshall asked Lila.

Lila shook her head no, but the doctor stood up and took two ceramic mugs from the top of one of the filing cabinets behind his desk.

“I strongly recommend some coffee,” he told her. Lila looked up at him. “All right,” she said.

“Their last name was Ross;” the doctor said. “Naturally, I’m trusting you not to go through my files while I’m out of the room.”

“Naturally,” Lila said.

“I don’t approve of this,” Dr. Marshall said.

“I know,” Lila said.

“Cream and sugar all right?” he asked.

“Perfect,” Lila told him. “Thank you.”

He went to the kitchenette down the hall, giving her ten minutes. When he came back to the office, carrying two mugs of coffee, she was gone. The file drawer on the far left had been opened and Dr. Marshall closed it. Then he drank both cups of coffee, even though he never took cream. He was tired, and his left eye was acting up so that things looked blurry. He had four more patients and a train ride to go before the end of the day, and it was one of those winter afternoons when the day already seems over at four o’clock, and everyone is tired and ready to quit much too early. Still, he wished he could have seen the look on her face when she’d finally gotten what she wanted. He never once guessed that Lila didn’t even look at the file after she’d found it. She just took it out of the drawer and slipped it inside her coat. She didn’t look at it out on the street, or even in the cab back to the hotel. She waited until she could sit down in the chair by the window. She waited until the sky was dark and the lights below her were turned on. And if the doctor had been able to see the look on her face, he would have been disappointed. Lila’s face didn’t give anything away. And when she really thought about it, she wasn’t the least bit surprised to find that her daughter had been given to a couple in East China, and that she had spent her first day on the same train Lila later took out, in that particularly cold winter when the Sound froze over and you could walk over the waves, all the way to Connecticut.

Jason Grey picked her up from the train in a Ford station wagon that had no muffler and no shock absorbers. Lila walked right past him and went to stand out on the platform. But as soon as she saw the old Ford she knew it was his, and after she turned back toward the station she realized that an old man was watching her. It had been five years since her in-laws’ last visit to California, and in that time Jason’s hair had gone completely white. But that wasn’t what made him seem so much older—it was that he was no longer as tall. When Lila walked over and hugged him they seemed exactly the same height.

“This is one of the best surprises I could have,” Jason Grey told Lila as he lifted her suitcase into the rear of the station wagon.

They drove out to the East China Highway. There was no heater in the car and their breath fogged up the windshield. Somehow, he didn’t really seem surprised to see her. He took her out to breakfast and they both ordered coffee and eggs, and as they ate they watched the traffic on the highway.

“If you’ve left Richard, he must have deserved it,” Jason Grey said in an offhand way.

“Maybe I just decided I wanted to see you,” Lila said.

Jason laughed and paid their bill; he had seen the way she was staring out at the East China Highway, and he knew he wasn’t the one she was there to see.

Outside, the air was so salty and cold that it burned. A new layer of ice had formed on the windshield, and Jason took most of it off with a plastic scraper. They drove out to the house, then went down the rutted driveway and sat there staring at the place. The pine trees were taller than Lila had remembered; beneath them the house was drowning in a pool of black shadows. It was too dark even to see the wooden front door.

Jason got her suitcase out of the back, and Lila followed him up to the house. The air was even colder underneath the pines, and it smelled sweet. Lila could feel something in her throat, and she forced herself to swallow hard.

“I hope you’re not here to feel sorry for me,” Jason Grey said. He had pushed open the unlocked front door, but now he kept her standing out on the porch.

“Absolutely not,” Lila said.

“Good thing.” Jason nodded as he led her inside.

He carried her suitcase up to the second floor and gave her the bedroom that used to be his and Helen’s. When Lila’s mother-in-law was first sick she couldn’t manage the stairs. They had moved into the parlor, and ever since Jason had kept the heat in the rest of the house shut off and he’d remained in the parlor bedroom. Now he got out a portable kerosene heater and started it up so that Lila’s room would be warm by the time she went to bed. While he poured in the kerosene Lila went to the window and wiped the fog off the glass. Out in the back the lawn had disappeared and the woods now came right up to the back of the house.

“I started to have my doubts about mowing the lawn,” Jason explained when he saw her at the window. “It just seemed silly after a while.”

Lila had come here without any real plan. She never imagined she’d waste a whole day with her father-in-law. But now that she was in this house, she felt strangely tired. After they’d gone back downstairs she sat down on the couch next to a hospital cot in the parlor. In no time three hours had gone by.

She knew no one could do it for her. She had to walk out the door, start up the Ford, and drive to the other side of town. She was only five miles from her goal, and she was paralyzed. All the time the day was slipping away from her Lila kept thinking: I can do it anytime. But the horizon grew dark, and the birds mistook the parlor windows for the sky, beating their wings against the glass. Lila began to wonder if she would ever be able to leave this house. When she tried to lift her arms she couldn’t move. At dinnertime, Lila managed to follow Jason into the kitchen, but then her knees felt weak and she had to sit down.

“This is my big secret,” Jason Grey said. He opened the refrigerator and pulled down the freezer compartment. “I eat frozen dinners.”

Lila found that if she really tried she could pretend to speak.

“I won’t tell,” she said, and she managed to stand up, light the oven with a wooden match, and slide two frozen dinners onto the lowest rack.

They ate in the kitchen with the oven left on to heat the room. Every time she swallowed Lila swore the dinners hadn’t defrosted and that she was swallowing pieces of ice. Jason Grey seemed to be having no trouble with his turkey and mashed potatoes, although every once in a while he stopped eating long enough to fiddle with the stove.

“I can’t stand to give the oil companies any more money than they already have,” he explained. “The oven in here isn’t too bad, and I put the woodstove in the parlor three years ago.”

Lila really didn’t know what was happening to her. She put her fork down and covered her eyes.

“I’ll freeze to death before I give the oil companies another cent,” Jason said cheerfully. “I’ll bet you think I can’t make good coffee,” he added. “Well, you’re wrong.”

He got up to start the coffee, and he let Lila cry.

“Thanks,” Lila said when he brought over the coffeepot.

“I don’t like to see you upset,” Jason said.

“Oh, well,” Lila said.

“I mean it,” Jason said. “I don’t like to see it.”

He got some milk and sugar and took down two cups from the top cabinet. “We don’t have owls any more around here,” he told Lila. “Remember how there used to be owls all over East China—in the trees and everywhere? They just took off, and now the only thing you hear at night is traffic. You never used to hear traffic around here.”

They drank coffee and Lila took off her boots and lifted her feet up to warm them by the oven. Sitting here with Jason, she could almost forget why she had come back to East China in the first place.

“We should have asked you to live with us,” she told her father-in-law.

“Not me,” Jason Grey said. “I’m never going to California.”

It turned out that Jason wasn’t paying for hot water any more either, so Lila boiled some water to wash the coffee cups and spoons. By the time she finished and went into the parlor, Jason was already asleep on the couch, and Lila covered him with a wool afghan her mother-in-law had crocheted. Then she turned off the lights. She went upstairs and got into bed, but when she turned off the lamp on the night table there was still a glow from the kerosene heater. In that bedroom, beneath a heavy quilt, Lila felt perfectly safe. It was quite possible, she knew, to stay here forever. Especially in winter, when it was dark by four and there was wood to be brought in, salt blocks to be dragged out to the yard for the deer, ice on all the windows. She hadn’t known quite how much she’d missed winter, and now that she was back she almost felt young in this season, in this house. That night she brushed her hair a hundred times with a wire brush she’d found on the bureau, and she slept deeply as the ice on the windows grew thicker. By midnight you couldn’t have seen outside even if you’d wanted to; it was as if nothing existed on the other side of the glass but snow and an old road that led nowhere in particular.

In the morning, Lila woke suddenly. The heater had run out of kerosene and the room was freezing. She reached for her clothes and got dressed under the covers the way she and Richard used to on mornings when it was too cold to get out of bed. Sometime during the night Jason Grey had woken up, put more wood in the parlor stove, then gone back to sleep on his cot. When he came into the kitchen at six-thirty Lila had already made coffee and French toast, which was staying warm on a plate in the oven.

Jason smiled when Lila brought his plate to the table. “I never knew you could cook like this.”

Lila turned the oven up higher, then put on a second borrowed sweater, and watched her father-in-law eat. She couldn’t quite believe she had been in the house for less than twenty-four hours. In a little while she planned to fix the wallpaper that was coming down in the hallway; all it needed was some masking tape and glue.

After breakfast, Jason insisted on doing the dishes.

“I guess you’re going somewhere today,” he said when he’d finished. He had used cold water and the cups and plates were streaked.

Lila could feel a tightening in her throat.

“I was thinking about getting some groceries,” Lila said.

“That’s not what I mean,” Jason Grey said.

Lila had the sudden urge for a cigarette. There was a pack of Marlboros on the table; she lit one, but the smoke only made her throat feel worse and she handed the cigarette to her father-in-law. She just wasn’t ready to go out. Maybe after some time in this house, after the winter when there was something else in the world besides snow, maybe then she could think about it.

“We both know you didn’t come out here just to see me,” Jason Grey said. “I’m not asking why you’re here, you understand.”

Jason sat down across from her and Lila pushed a glass ashtray toward him. He smoked only half the cigarette before he stubbed it out and coughed for what seemed too long a time. If Lila didn’t go after her daughter soon, she would never do it. And if that happened she would never be able to leave this house; she might be able to go as far as the driveway, but then a feeling of pure terror would force her to run back inside and lock herself in the upstairs bedroom.

“I figure you’ll need my car,” Jason Grey said. “Just remember to pump those brakes before you make a stop. They work. They just work better if you pump them.”

Lila pulled on her boots and left the house. The thermometer nailed to the porch was at fifteen degrees. It took ten minutes for the car to heat up enough so that it wouldn’t stall out every time she put it into gear. Jason had always said that it was an auto mechanic’s duty to have a car that always needed repairing—that way if he had no business he could always give himself a job. As she sat in the idling car, the smell of gas made her sick to her stomach. She drove down the driveway carefully, and when she pulled out onto the East China Highway she skidded; if there had been oncoming traffic she wouldn’t have been able to pump the brakes in time.

She had forgotten how small the place was—two long streets and a marina, then the circle of residential streets on a hill above the harbor. On one of these streets was a small housing development that had been built the year before Lila first came to East China. It was easy to find the right address, but, once she had, Lila turned the key in the ignition and just sat there, looking at the house. All along she’d imagined a two-story house, and here it was a ranch in a neighborhood that was so deserted that when Lila finally got out of the Ford and the car door slammed behind her, the sudden noise made her jump.

The ground was frozen and there was a cover of ice on the asphalt driveway. Lila tried to tell herself that the worst part was over—she had found the house where her daughter had grown up. But already it felt wrong to her. She walked up to the door and knocked. She could hear something inside—a dishwasher or a washing machine. She realized then that she had expected some signs of children—a bicycle or a set of swings. The idea was ridiculous—it was winter, and her daughter was a grown woman—she probably only came back to this house on holidays, two or three times a year.

Lila could hear someone walking down the hallway, but it wasn’t until the door opened that she believed it was finally happening. A woman stood looking at her through the storm door. The sound of water was even louder, and Lila could tell now—it was a dishwasher.

“I’m Lila Grey,” Lila said right away, as if that explained anything.

The woman nodded, expecting more, a sales pitch for cosmetics or vacuum cleaners. Lila could tell that she had already decided to say no and was just being polite.

“My father-in-law used to own the first gas station on the highway,” Lila said. She was talking too much and too fast, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “He lives just past the station, in that old green farmhouse you can see from the road, and that’s his car out there. I knew I shouldn’t have borrowed it, but I did, and now I’m stuck and I have to call him.”

When the woman looked out at the parked Ford it was easy to believe that Lila had indeed had car trouble. And then she actually did it; she unlocked the storm door and let Lila inside.

“Everything’s a mess,” the woman said apologetically as she led Lila to the kitchen. There was a wall phone above the table, and the woman turned the dishwasher off so that Lila could hear. Her name, Lila knew from the file, was Janet Ross, and she had been thirty-three years old when cysts were discovered in both her ovaries. When the cysts were removed the surgeon found that the walls of her ovaries were depleted and thin. Janet Ross had come to see Dr. Marshall for a second opinion, and she had broken down in his office when he told her she’d never be able to have a child. When the doctor phoned her a few months later to tell her he had found a baby for her, it was late at night and the ice storm had made driving impossible. They took a train into Manhattan at five that morning. By seven they were in Dr. Marshall’s office at Beekman, and the doctor couldn’t help but notice that Janet Ross had dressed so quickly she was still wearing a nightgown underneath her dress and the flowered hem hung down past her knees to the tops of her boots.

Lila held the phone down with her finger and dialed; she kidded Jason for lending her a wreck of a car and suggested he bring his tools and meet her out on the street.

Janet Ross was at the table, polishing a silver creamer when Lila got off the phone.

“He’ll have to take a cab over,” Lila said. “I guess I’ll wait in the car. I just wish the heater worked.”

“No heat,” Janet Ross said sympathetically.

Lila kept looking for a sign: a Mother’s Day card taped to the refrigerator, a photograph hung on the wall.

“How about some coffee?” Janet Ross asked.

“Great,” Lila said. “But why don’t you make it tea. I read tea leaves,” she explained.

Janet Ross put some water up to boil, but she gave Lila a look.

“It’s a hobby,” Lila explained. She waited just the right amount of time before she spoke again. “Why don’t you let me read yours?”

“I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Janet Ross said, taking two teacups out of the cabinet.

“Oh, you have to let me,” Lila said. “I’ll feel much better about barging in on you.”

She took the teabags Janet Ross had put in each cup and tore them open with her fingernail. As water was poured into the cups Lila realized how uncomfortable she was in this kitchen; she had expected it to be much nicer than it was: the walls were covered with something that was supposed to look like slate, and the appliances were all a too bright yellow.

“Lovely place you’ve got,” Lila actually said.

“Do you really think so?” Janet Ross said, pleased. “We moved out here from the city thirty-two years ago—right after we were married.”

Lila held up her hand. “Don’t tell me any more about yourself,” she warned. When Janet looked puzzled, she added, “Otherwise, what’s the point in having your fortune told?”

The women smiled at each other, but all the time Lila was thinking what a fool Janet was. First she pretended to be someone’s mother, and now she was about to tell Lila everything she wanted to know.

“Can I add milk to this?” Janet Ross asked. Used to coffee, she was having a hard time with the bitter taste of tea.

“Just drink it,” Lila said.

She sounded harsher than she’d planned, but Janet quickly finished her tea, as though, for a moment, she’d been frightened of Lila. Lila held the cup and peered into it.

“I see the letter L,” she said. “A man who is very close to you.”

“I can’t believe it,” Janet said. “That’s Lewis. My husband.”

Lila smiled; she had her now.

“This Lewis,” Lila said, “he’s an engineer someplace where they make airplanes?”

Janet Ross grew rigid. “How did you know that?” she asked.

Lila pointed to the teacup. Dr. Marshall’s files were very complete. “See this,” she said. “This little airplane in the corner?”

Janet Ross looked and couldn’t see a thing.

“Well, it takes years to understand the symbols,” Lila said. “Take this one.” She briefly passed the cup in front of Janet. “This is clearly the symbol for your daughter.”

“My daughter?” Janet said, confused.

“I see here that she is twenty-six—no, twenty-seven years old this month.”

She looked at Janet Ross out of the corner of her eye, and kept her voice as even as possible.

“I can’t quite make out where it is she’s living now,” Lila said. “Is it East China?”

Janet Ross seemed to be having trouble breathing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

“Your daughter,” Lila said impatiently. “Where is she?”

They looked at each other across the table, and Lila could feel something passing between them.

“I don’t have a daughter,” Janet Ross said.

Lila sat straight in her chair; her head snapped back, as though she’d been slapped. She had the file in her suitcase and she knew this was the right house. This was the right woman—you could tell she was a thief just by looking at her.

“Wait a minute,” Lila said. “I see the symbol for your daughter in the tea leaves, and the tea leaves never lie.”

It was all a show for Janet Ross, and so it was even more terrible when Lila looked into the teacup and really did see something. There were arms and legs surfacing, and then, for a moment, a child’s face.

“Oh, my God,” Lila said. “She’s right there.”

In the fluorescent lighting of the kitchen Janet Ross suddenly looked much older than she was.

“What do you want?” she whispered.

Lila knew that she could lose it all now; one more outburst and she might never find out where her daughter was. “You don’t have to be nervous now that we’ve begun to talk about children,” she said. But she could tell that Janet Ross wasn’t quite as stupid as she’d thought.

“There’s nothing wrong with your car,” Janet said.

“Of course there is,” Lila said quickly. “Just take a look at it.”

“I don’t want you here,” Janet Ross told her.

“You’re the one who invited me in!” Lila said.

She could feel the edge of Janet’s hysteria as Janet stood up and reached for the phone.

“I’m calling the police,” Janet Ross said.

Lila leapt up and grabbed the phone receiver out of her hand.

“Don’t you dare call the police,” Lila said, and when she let go of the phone Janet obediently hung up. Lila had no time to waste. She went into the living room and began to search for signs of her daughter. Janet followed her and watched as Lila tore through the house. She went through the bureau drawers and found nothing—not a photograph, not an address. She went through the bedrooms, the closets, the medicine cabinet in the bathroom, and all the while Janet followed her, watching. By the time Lila had finished with the last room—a den in which there was a fold-out couch for guests—she was shivering.

“I don’t know what you’re looking for,” Janet said. “We don’t have anything worth stealing. Take the color TV if you want it.” She took off her wristwatch and her diamond ring and held them out to Lila. “Here,” she offered. “Take these.”

“There’s nothing here,” Lila said weakly.

“I could have told you that,” Janet Ross said. “You picked the wrong house.”

Lila went to the front door and let herself out. It was freezing cold, and Lila just couldn’t wait for the car to warm up, so every time she shifted into gear, the engine stalled. She should have known from the minute she walked through the door that no child had ever lived there. If her daughter had grown up in that house she would have left some sign for Lila: a framed picture of a robin, bronzed baby shoes, fingerprints that Janet Ross could never get off the kitchen door. Lila immediately blamed Dr. Marshall for giving her the wrong address to throw her off the track, but maybe it was an innocent mix-up of his files, and after all these years what could anyone expect? Files got lost, names misplaced, children disappeared on cold, clear days. And as Lila drove away she had only one wish: that she had come here last night at midnight with a pack of matches and some kerosene and burned this house to the ground. Then, at least, there’d have been smoke and ashes, and when Lila had picked through the rubble she could have imagined that everything she touched had once belonged to her daughter.

Lila went back to her father-in-law’s house and sat down in the kitchen with her coat still on. Jason Grey was in the back, putting out salt licks for the deer. When he heard the Ford pull up he finished and came inside. As soon as he saw Lila he knew she hadn’t gotten whatever it was she’d wanted.

“Do you want me to ask you what’s wrong?” he said.

Lila shook her head no.

He made her a pot of coffee and set it down on the table, then he left her alone. Lila sat in the kitchen all afternoon. She could hear the TV turned on in the parlor, she could hear footsteps in the hallway every once in a while when Jason came as close to the kitchen doorway as he dared, just to check on her. When it started to get dark, Lila didn’t bother to turn on the light. She could sit there in the dark forever, and the colder it got in the room, the less she felt like moving. She let the cold get into her bones and if she waited long enough, if she really tried, she might be able to feel nothing at all.

It was seven in the evening when the phone rang, and by then Lila was so cold that she could barely move. Jason came in from the parlor and they both watched the phone, set out on the kitchen counter, as it rang five more times.

“You know who that is,” Jason Grey said. “He always calls me on a Friday night.”

Jason went over and turned the oven on.

“You shouldn’t be sitting here,” he told Lila. “It’s too cold.”

The phone began to ring again.

“I take it you don’t want to talk to him,” Jason said. He lit a cigarette and leaned against the sink. Bent over that way he was actually shorter than Lila.

Everything seemed to have a hard edge; when Lila looked at her father-in-law she could see only his skeleton.

The phone had stopped ringing, and this time Jason went over and pulled the plug out of the wall.

“You don’t have to talk to him if you don’t want to, Lila,” Jason Grey said. “But I’ll tell you one thing you do have to do—eat dinner. And I’ll tell you what I have in mind.” He was talking to her as if it were the most natural thing in the world for them to be there together in the dark with her not saying a thing. “Helen never liked for me to have Italian food, she was sure it was bad for your heart. But I’ve been thinking about going to a restaurant in town. And that’s what I’m going to do—I’m going to take you out to dinner.”

They left the kitchen oven on, so that the house would warm up. Jason Grey put on his down jacket, and his high boots, and then they walked arm in arm down the dirt driveway toward the Ford. Lila held on tightly to her father-in-law, so that he wouldn’t slip on the ice. The stars were brighter than they’d ever been and the sky was so huge it made you aware of how fragile you were, how easy it would be to slip on the ice and break something. As they walked past the pines it grew even colder, and Lila breathed in deeply, but she didn’t dare speak. Already, she could feel that the stone had formed and was waiting to drop from her tongue.

On the day of her daughter’s birthday it was fifty-eight degrees, one of the warmest days in January anyone in East China could remember. By now Lila couldn’t go any farther than the end of the driveway, and she knew it was pointless to try. It was as if there was a sudden drop in the oxygen out there, or a pack of half-starved wolves roaming the East China Highway, out for blood.

Of course there were things she could have done: hired detectives, made phone calls, pored over school records in the basement of the elementary school. But nothing outside the yard of Jason Grey’s house seemed very real, and California seemed most unreal of all. Richard kept calling. Twice, Lila had overheard Jason Grey talking to him on the telephone, and each time she had been startled by the idea that you could talk to someone who was three thousand miles away.

“I’m telling you she’s all right,” she had heard her father-in-law tell Richard on the Saturday after she’d been to see Janet Ross. But Richard refused to believe him; he phoned again and again, and when he called one night after midnight, Lila could tell he was thinking about following her. She stood in the kitchen doorway, near the cabinet where the brooms were stored; she dreaded the possibility that Richard might come after her. Jason sensed her presence in the room and turned to her. Lila couldn’t seem to blink, and Jason was reminded of the deer who edged closer and closer to the house each season, as the woods claimed more and more of the yard.

“Don’t argue with me,” Jason had said to Richard. “Sometimes people need to be alone and you can’t take it personally.”

Richard stopped calling after that. Lila tried to thank her father-in-law by baking him a cake, but she ran out of flour, and she couldn’t go into town any more, not even to the grocery on Main Street. Each day she stayed closer and closer to the house, but on her daughter’s birthday the weather was so seductive that even Lila went outside. She pulled on a pair of Jason Grey’s old boots and began to rake the mud in the front yard. She had been working for nearly an hour, and had broken two fingernails when she heard the car pull into the driveway, its wheels spinning in the mud. The birds had gone crazy with the sudden warmth; there were so many of them searching for worms that from certain angles the earth looked blue. At the far edge of the yard were the shells of two Chryslers waiting for spring when Jason would rebuild them. If he worked slowly enough, he had told Lila, those Chryslers might keep him busy for the rest of his life.

When the car pulled in, Lila stood up and put one hand on her hip. Every time she licked her lips she tasted salt; she had lost so much weight in the past two weeks that her wedding band slipped up and down her fourth finger easily. But now she held on to the rake so tightly that the ring stayed in place. She knew, right then, as the car pulled over and parked, that she was about to find her daughter. The first thing she did was make a quick list of things she had to do: wash her hair, file down the nails that had broken while she raked, look through her mother-in-law’s closet for a leather belt, polish her one good pair of shoes.

Janet Ross didn’t see Lila out in the yard, and Lila let her walk to the house without calling to her. She enjoyed watching from a distance as Janet navigated through the mud and knocked on the front door and she stood still as Jason Grey invited Janet inside. Lila wanted this exact moment to go on and on. She wanted the same sound of the birds, and the thud of the front door as her father-in-law closed it, and the air so surprisingly warm and sweet it made you feel like crying. And when she finally walked back to the house, Lila made certain to take her time—because, after all, she had been waiting for this moment for more than half her life.

She took off her boots in the hallway and hung her sweater on a hook by the door. It was still chilly in the house, from months of freezing weather. Lila could hear voices in the parlor and, standing in the hallway, she was reminded of the first time Richard had brought her here. Then it had been Helen Grey’s voice she had heard, and the sound of it had made her frightened to go in. She’d had a strong sense of interrupting something, of stepping inside a place where she didn’t belong.

“Don’t worry,” Richard had whispered to her, and he had taken her arm to give her courage. “They’re going to be crazy about you.”

Janet Ross was sitting on the couch, still wearing her coat, when Lila walked into the room. Jason had just put out a cigarette and was coughing. His cough, Lila couldn’t help noticing, was getting worse.

“I guess you lied to me,” Lila said, right away, not willing to give Janet Ross an inch.

“I’ll bet you ladies are thirsty,” Jason Grey said. He had been sitting in the old chair that faced the couch, and now he stood. “What if I offered you both some bourbon and water?”

Lila and Janet Ross were staring at each other.

“None for me,” Lila said to her father-in-law.

“None for me,” Janet echoed.

“You’ll excuse me if I get some for myself,” Jason Grey said, and he left the room. They could hear him in the kitchen, but then the back door slammed, and Lila knew that what he’d wanted wasn’t a drink but an excuse to leave them alone.

“I guess your father-in-law lives here by himself,” Janet Ross said. “You can always tell just by looking at a room.”

Lila sat down in the armchair. She could still hear the birds outside, even through the closed windows.

“You can tell from a room when something’s gone wrong,” Janet said.

She looked at Lila then.

“As soon as I saw you I knew you were Susan’s birth mother,” she said.

The name cut right through Lila. That was definitely not her daughter’s name, not Susan. All during her pregnancy, and even after the baby was born, Lila had not once thought of a name for her daughter. It was only lately that she felt her daughter had to have a name, and she certainly wasn’t about to let someone like Janet Ross choose it.

“Not her birth mother,” Lila said. “Her real mother.”

Janet Ross looked toward the doorway of the parlor after Jason Grey. “Maybe I will have that bourbon,” she said.

“I don’t think there is any,” Lila told her. “He just wanted to get out of the room.”

“Well, I don’t blame him,” Janet said. She unbuttoned her coat, but she was so nervous that she couldn’t get all the buttons undone. “It certainly was a different kind of January back then,” she said. “It was so cold that when you stepped out for a second to get the mail your eyelashes froze together and you couldn’t see a thing.”

“I know what it was like,” Lila said.

“When the phone call came I thought I was dreaming,” Janet said. “I was half asleep, and my husband had worked late the day before so he was exhausted—he didn’t even hear it ring.”

“Look,” Lila said, “I don’t care about you or your husband. I don’t care about anything you have to say. I just want to know where she is.”

“I know that’s what you want,” Janet said. “That’s why I’m telling you this. Because I remember everything about it. I remember thinking, This is going to be the best day of my life. Even before it happens to me, I know it can never be any better.”

They were in Dr. Marshall’s office when he brought her in to them. At first Janet was afraid to touch her; she had wanted her so much that now if she reached out a little too quickly the baby might dissolve into smoke. Of course, once she did hold the baby she refused to let go. She held her all the way back to East China and refused to speak. Even when her husband asked her a direct question, she just couldn’t answer. It was all too perfect to talk about. From the window of the train they could see that the sound had frozen solid, each wave had turned into green ice.

That first night Janet sat in the rocking chair in the nursery, fed the baby a bottle, and sang her to sleep. Lewis had wanted to call the baby Deborah, after his grandmother, but the name Susan came to Janet the moment Dr. Marshall put the baby in her arms, and she insisted upon it.

After that first quiet night Susan couldn’t seem to sleep, and Janet had to rock with her for hours. The baby slept peacefully during the day, but as soon as it grew dark she was restless. All the books assured Janet that this sort of fretting was normal, but sometimes, after Susan had finally fallen asleep and her mouth was still puckered from crying, Janet wondered if it was something more, if Susan simply couldn’t bear the dark. After a while, they settled into a routine, but Janet still felt drawn to the nursery at night. She stood in the doorway, and even from a distance she could see that Susan’s skin was luminous. She nearly shimmered beneath her woolen blanket, and even on moonless nights the nursery seemed brighter than the rest of the house, as if the baby had managed to chase away the night.

Janet’s husband, Lewis, may not have been a model husband—he worked overtime too much, and he sometimes didn’t listen to a word she said—but he was a good father to Susan. He brought home dresses and toys, and when the baby came down with a cold in February he took turns rocking her back to sleep. Susan’s cold lingered for more than a month. It seemed to wrap her in a cocoon, and Janet had the feeling that the baby was far away, even when she was holding her. Janet had Lewis hook up an intercom to connect their bedroom with the nursery, and whenever she heard a hiccup or a cough in the middle of the night she sat up in bed, eyes riveted to the intercom until it was quiet again. She was overanxious, but what had she expected? She had been afraid of losing this baby even before she had her, and now she couldn’t escape the uneasy feeling that Susan was somehow on loan to her, and that sooner or later she’d have to give her up.

In early April the weather turned warmer and Susan’s lingering cold disappeared. Janet began to take her everywhere, first to the market, and then for drives in the car. They went to towns where Janet had never been before, to restaurants and diners where Susan sat in her infant seat, propped up on the table quietly drinking her bottle without any fuss at all. For the first time in her life Janet began to talk to strangers, and when she did, she lied. She pretended that she was Susan’s natural mother; she described her labor to waitresses, she discussed her nursing problems with women at the next table. And all the while she felt Susan watching her, studying her carefully with her wide eyes.

At three months, Susan had smiled for the first time. A few weeks later she actually turned over and both her parents were so overcome they had tears in their eyes. Susan watched everything now, and she looked so knowing that Janet sometimes felt uncomfortable. She had gotten into the habit of talking to Susan all day long, calling out each ingredient as she added to the batter of a chocolate cake, reading aloud from the morning newspaper. Sometimes Janet marveled at her own nerve. How had she ever dared to think she could take care of this child? How could she have pretended to be someone’s mother?

Janet felt proud whenever Susan did anything new, as if she had something to do with the child’s brilliance. She could sit for hours, rapt, as Susan studied the mobile above her crib, or carefully examined her toes. They were a closed circle, the two of them, and even Lewis sometimes felt like an intruder. It may have been because of those colds Susan continued to have; though none was bad enough for a trip to the doctor, Janet was so protective that even she began to be amazed at how fierce her love had become. There was something about sitting up late at night with Susan that made Janet totally surrender to the child. Each time her daughter reached up and put her arms around her neck the world outside the nursery evaporated, the nightlight on the wall became far brighter than the moon.

There had been a two-month visit to the pediatrician, and there would be another at six months. But even if someone had suggested that something was wrong, Janet Ross wouldn’t have believed it. She didn’t even notice how small Susan was until the child was five months old. It was June; the mimosa trees were in flower and the air was silky. Janet took Susan down to the playground near the harbor for the first time in her new stroller. That day Susan was dressed in white cotton tights and a yellow dress, and Janet felt she had never seen a more beautiful child. At the park she sat on a green wooden bench with the other mothers. She took Susan out of her stroller and held her on her lap; together they watched two ten-year-old boys on the swings who were making themselves dizzy with height. Across from them, on another green bench, were two other mothers whose children were in strollers identical to Susan’s. They waved to Janet and she waved back gaily, and she didn’t even have the urge to lie to anyone about her labor and delivery. That’s how right she felt sitting there with the other mothers. That’s how perfect the day was.

When it was time to go home, Janet put Susan back into the stroller and walked past the mothers on the bench across from theirs.

“Look,” one of the women said to her child, “a brand-new baby!”

The children in the other strollers stared gravely at Susan.

“Not all that new,” Janet smiled.

“God, I can barely remember when Jessie was that small,” the woman said.

“I don’t think Paul was ever that small,” her friend said. “He was ten pounds two ounces at birth.”

Janet bent down to the stroller and smiled. “Hear that?” she said to Susan. “But just you wait till you’re as old as these babies are now. I won’t even be able to lift you up.”

Susan looked so beautiful in her stroller that Janet could hardly bear it. She had the urge to pick her up again; instead she smoothed down Susan’s skirt.

“How old is she?” the first mother asked Janet. “About six weeks?”

“Six weeks!” Janet laughed. “She was just five months. She’s already wearing size six months clothes.”

The two mothers on the bench looked at each other; both knew that a newborn child could fit into that size.

“She was only five pounds six ounces when she was born,” Janet said, flustered.

Susan had untied her hat and the two mothers were studying her.

“How old are yours?” Janet said stiffly.

“I love that hat of hers,” one of the mothers said. “I never saw anything so cute.”

Janet looked closely at the two other children in their strollers; both were twice Susan’s size and Janet guessed they were somewhere between a year and eighteen months old.

“I’d really like to know,” Janet said now. “How old are they?”

“Jessie is four months this week, but Paul is already six months,” one of the mothers said quietly.

“My daughter is very petite,” Janet said quickly. She felt as though she’d been slapped.

“That’s right.” The other mother was just as quick to agree. “Five foot two, eyes of blue. She’ll have all the boys chasing after her.”

Janet walked home then. Susan fell asleep on the way, and Janet left her out on the porch in her stroller. She went inside and sat down on the couch, but after a while she went and got her baby. It just didn’t seem right to leave her out there, asleep and defenseless, because it now seemed that the air was a little too silky, and the sky was almost threatening, it was too bright and too blue.

That night Janet asked her husband to measure Susan. They held her down on the couch and lined up a tape measure. Janet looked up the growth chart in the back of one of the baby books and she found that Susan’s length was that of a six- or eight-week-old baby. She had just stopped growing, and they hadn’t even noticed. She had been getting four bottles of formula a day and she’d never cried out or complained that she was hungry, but when they weighed her now, sitting her down on the bathroom scale, she was only ten pounds.

Janet could feel something inside her snapping, but after she put Susan to sleep and Lewis wanted to talk about it, she couldn’t.

“There’s nothing wrong with her,” Janet insisted.

But she lay in bed awake all night, and she could tell Lewis was awake, too.

“I’ve thought it over,” he told her in the morning. “There probably is nothing wrong with her, but maybe she has a hormone deficiency or something. I just want to take her in and get her examined. I want to be sure.”

He was right, and Janet nodded her head, but she just couldn’t stand it. Lewis took the day off from work and they drove to see the pediatrician. When the doctor saw Susan something in his eyes changed. It passed in a moment, and he calmly examined Susan, but Janet knew then that something was wrong. He never accused them of anything, although now all Janet could think of was why hadn’t they thought to weigh her, why hadn’t they brought her in one of those times she was coughing and feverish? By the end of the exam the doctor had made an appointment for a chest X-ray that afternoon at Central Suffolk Hospital.

“That’s impossible,” Janet found herself saying. “Susan takes a nap in the afternoon.”

“Janet!” her husband said.

“I don’t think you understand,” the doctor said gently. “There may be a problem with her heart, and that’s what may have affected her growth.”

But Janet understood perfectly. They were about to take Susan away from her. When she was taken into the X-ray department Janet had to look away. The technicians had fitted Susan into a sort of glass tube to keep her from moving, and inside the glass Susan looked tinier than ever and so beautiful it nearly broke Janet’s heart. She tried to think of a reason why she would be punished this way, and she knew it could only be that she hadn’t been a good enough mother. Not a real mother. She had resented the crying in the night sometimes, she had been overwhelmed by the sheer amount of dirty laundry one baby could generate. And now she was being punished, and what’s more, she deserved it.

They discovered a congenital heart lesion. It had stopped Susan’s growth and made her delicate enough to catch so many colds. The valves of her heart were beyond repair. Janet and Lewis took her to Mount Sinai for a second opinion, but the second opinion was the same as the first. Susan would not last through her first year. The strange thing was that, if anything, Susan became more beautiful, and when Janet took her for walks in her stroller people turned and stared and some of them couldn’t stop themselves from coming right up to tell Janet what a lovely daughter she had. Janet herself looked much older. Lewis told her to take it easy, not to work so hard, to sleep more. But Janet just didn’t feel she had the time to waste on things like sleeping and eating. She only wanted to be with Susan. She spent all day playing with her, and didn’t bother with supper for Lewis or vacuuming the rugs. She taught Susan to eat cereal off a tiny demitasse spoon, to clap her hands together, to wave goodbye. One afternoon, when they were sitting together on the floor, Susan stopped playing with the soft rattle she held, looked up at Janet and said “ma.” Janet felt her heart break in half, and all that night Susan ran her new sound together, “amamamamam,” and even after she had closed her eyes, when Janet went into the nursery to check on her, Susan turned in her sleep and called out to her.

In July Susan had a cold, and then a stomach virus; she just didn’t have the defenses to fight it off. And then, when it seemed that the virus had subsided, it suddenly got worse, and it happened so fast there was no time to think. One moment Susan was well enough to take solid foods, and the next she’d begun vomiting and her eyes had rolled upward so that all you could see was a milky white line beneath each lid. When they rushed her to the emergency ward she was absolutely limp, like a small doll who occasionally took a deep breath, and Janet thought to herself, This is a test. This is to get me ready for all I have to bear. Only a few hours after she was hooked up to an IV Susan revived, and as they took her home Janet realized that she hadn’t once allowed herself to cry. Even Lewis could do that, she had heard him in the bathroom, with the water in the sink running to mask the sound. But somehow, crying was an admission of what was happening to them, and Janet would never be ready for that.

She died on the second Sunday in August, when the sky was cloudless and the temperature eighty-two degrees. Janet woke up at five in the morning and, lying next to her husband in bed, she knew. The light that morning was pearl-colored and soft. It was the sort of morning when summer is everywhere, in all the rooms of the house and in every backyard. Janet slipped out of bed, leaving her husband asleep. When he got up at seven, he found Janet in the nursery, rocking back and forth in the chair, holding the dead child. There were always blackbirds in East China, but this morning they called so loudly in the trees that they set all the neighborhood cats howling. Lewis sat down on the carpeted floor of the nursery and put his head in his wife’s lap, and because there was no longer any reason not to, Janet finally let herself cry.

They couldn’t find a coffin small enough, so they had one specially made. By the following morning all signs that a child had been in the house were gone: the crib and all the boxes of clothes were taken up to the attic; the photograph albums and toys were stored in the cellar behind an old metal sink. But all that first night Janet swore she heard a baby crying for its mother.

The day that Lila had appeared at the front door Janet was suspicious, and as soon as Lila began to question her about her children, she was a hundred percent sure. It wasn’t unexpected—why shouldn’t Susan’s birth mother come back after all these years? Why shouldn’t she accuse her of murder? But Janet wasn’t about to admit anything, and when Lila finally left the house Janet double-locked the front door, and she didn’t dare take another breath until she heard Lila drive away.

But even though she had tricked Lila into leaving, Janet couldn’t stop thinking about her, and that night she went down to the cellar and for the first time in twenty-seven years she opened the cardboard boxes. It was cold in the cellar, but when she opened the first box Janet felt a rush of heat, as if some of the air from that August had been trapped inside when Lewis first sealed the boxes. She put her flashlight down on the floor and took out the photo album. She had to force herself to go on past the first picture, taken the first week after they had brought her home. How could they have thought that anything so beautiful, so perfect, could last? In every photograph Susan seemed to be leaving them behind, calmly departing, and it suddenly seemed silly to Janet that she had ever thought of Susan as hers. It was just that for a little while she had been allowed to take care of her, and even if she told Lila the truth she couldn’t lose someone she had never really had.

They could hear the scrape of the rake outside as Jason Grey cleared out the driveway. Lila sat perfectly still and although she thought to herself over and over, She’s a liar, she knew it was all true. It was the kind of truth you feel in your bones. The sudden knowledge that there was nothing at all wrong with Rae’s child nearly made Lila cry out loud; it was her own child who had surfaced from the bottom of the cup. It was her own bad fortune.

“Maybe I’ve been waiting for you to come back for her all this time,” Janet Ross said quietly. “But you don’t have to tell me how I failed. Believe me. I know.”

That August had been the best time in Lila’s life. The sunlight had been so bright you could see only certain things: a thin gold wedding band, the reedy stalks of orange lilies that grew by the back door, the line of Richard’s shoulder when he turned to her in bed.

Janet Ross slid a photograph album across the coffee table between them.

“I brought this for you,” she said.

Lila planned to say, I don’t want it, my daughter is twenty-seven years old, today is her birthday, she lives somewhere right here in this town, she has children of her own, and she’s been waiting for me, every day she opens the back door and looks out across the lawn and expects to see me. But when she tried to speak she couldn’t, and though she tried to stop herself she reached for the album on the coffee table. The baby nearly jumped out at her. She was sitting in the backyard, on Janet Ross’s lap underneath a mimosa tree, and her eyes were so alive they couldn’t be held back by the confines of the paper. Lila could feel a sharp pain all along her left side. The child was stunning, but Lila had already decided—she was not her daughter.

“She doesn’t look anything like me,” Lila said, and as she spoke she could feel the cold, round shape of the words drop from her mouth.

“I brought this, too,” Janet said. She took a small white sweater out of her pocketbook and gently placed it on the coffee table. “She looked beautiful in anything you put on her, pastels, stripes, anything at all.”

Jason Grey had never believed in using anything stronger than a sixty-watt bulb, though the pines made the parlor dark all day long. But even in the dim light, even though Janet Ross had turned her face away, Lila could tell that she was crying. Lila closed the photograph album and went to sit next to her on the couch. Janet wiped her tears with the backs of her hands and laughed.

“If my husband goes down to the cellar before I clean up he’ll probably wonder if a robber’s been there. He’ll wonder why anyone in their right mind would pick those old boxes to go through.”

Lila couldn’t take her eyes off Janet, and she found herself calmly thinking: So that’s how it feels. Janet’s sense of loss was all over her, in the way she buttoned her coat to leave, in the angle of her shoulders. When she compared her absolute lack of feeling to Janet’s grief, Lila couldn’t even bring herself to feel guilt—only uselessness. Outside it was even warmer than Los Angeles on a winter day; the earth had begun to steam, giving off moisture in little gasps. And Lila knew one thing for certain: She was not about to lose her daughter this way.

When Lila slid the photograph album back onto Janet Ross’s lap, Janet looked over at her, confused.

“I brought it for you,” Janet said.

Maybe she should have felt grateful: here was the woman who sat up nights mixing formula, rocking back and forth in the rocking chair, not daring to go back to her own bed, even though the baby’s breathing was fine and the intercom was switched on. But the truth was that the one time in her life when Lila was about to do something that seemed selfless, she was feeling nothing at all.

“You take this all home with you,” Lila insisted; “She was your daughter.”

That evening Lila and Jason Grey sat in the kitchen and had a supper of coffee and sandwiches. They could feel the drop in the temperature and they knew it was about to snow.

Jason had been watching her all evening and now he said carefully, “I liked that visitor of yours. Nice lady.”

For the first time since she’d come back Lila realized just how cold this old house was.

“I think I might go back to California,” she said.

Jason nodded. “They’re predicting a hell of a February. Wherever you look you’re going to see snow.”

“I don’t see how you stand it,” Lila said, and they both knew she wasn’t talking about the snow.

“I’ll tell you what the hard part is,” Jason Grey said. “It’s not feeling Helen’s not with me—I feel like she’s with me all the time. It’s letting her go. After all, it’s pretty selfish trying to keep her here with me in this house, so every once in a while I just remind myself to let her go.”

That night, before she went to bed, Lila went around the house, turning off all the lights. In the parlor, her father-in-law was already asleep, and when Lila went over to turn out the lamp near his cot she saw that Janet Ross had left behind the small white sweater, neatly folded on the coffee table. Lila hesitated, but then she picked it up and discovered that the sweater was warm, as if it had just been worn.

She went upstairs, brushed her hair, and undressed; and when she got into bed she took the sweater in with her and held it against her chest. Everything in the room was faintly orange from the light of the kerosene heater, and outside the window, above the pine trees, the moon had a hazy ring around it, promising snow. Lila brought her knees up to her chest, and she rocked back and forth; in no time at all she was holding her daughter in her arms. She hadn’t changed since the day she was born, she wasn’t one minute older. And as Lila rocked her baby to sleep she closed her eyes and couldn’t help thinking that Jason Grey could do whatever he wanted. It wasn’t her baby that Janet Ross had been talking about, and she wasn’t about to let her daughter go.

By morning nearly a foot of snow had fallen; the drifts reached the center of the front door and it took Lila and Jason Grey nearly two hours to dig the car out so that Jason could drive her to the airport. The last thing Lila had packed was the white wool sweater, and once they had gotten the car started, she kept the suitcase on her lap. At the edge of the driveway, just before they turned left onto the East China Highway, Lila felt a brief surge of pity for Janet Ross. But then, it didn’t really concern her. She had found her daughter after all, and all the way to the airport she kept her left hand on her suitcase and she swore she could feel a heartbeat, as if she had hidden inside her suitcase a child so perfect and small no one else could see her, a baby who needed to be held all night, and gently rocked to sleep.


PART FIVE


THEY WERE ON THE FLOOR IN the living room, so intent on their breathing techniques that they hadn’t heard her come in. As she watched from the hallway, Lila felt a coldness settle around her. Rae lay on a bed of pillows, her knees drawn up, eyes closed. She exhaled rapidly, as if she were blowing out an endless row of matches. Richard was right beside her, staring at his watch and counting out the seconds. On the coffee table there was a tape recorder, but instead of music there was the echo of wind chimes, brittle and cool and clear. It was the kind of sound that went right through you and made you realize that if you weren’t lonely already, you would be soon.

When she had had enough, Lila dropped her suitcase so that it fell to the floor with a thud. They both sat up, startled, and turned toward the hallway. It was late afternoon, and so quiet you could hear air currents move through the room. The light that came in through the drapes was opalescent; everyone got lost in its shadows, you had to blink twice just to see straight. Except Lila, to whom everything was now obvious. For the past six hours, as she traveled between New York and Los Angeles, Lila had been wondering how she could walk in and resume her old life. Now, in an instant, she saw that she simply could not.

“Don’t let me interrupt you,” she told them.

She turned and went into the kitchen, but once the door had closed behind her, she didn’t know what she was doing there. She didn’t notice that it was too warm to still be wearing her wool coat and her boots. She had a confused, weightless feeling, as if she had stumbled not only into the wrong house but into the wrong time. When she had imagined coming home she had imagined feeling guilty, not betrayed. And she nearly forgot that even though she had not found Richard alone, she also was not alone. She had brought her daughter home with her.

By the time Richard followed her into the kitchen, Lila had decided to act as if nothing was wrong. She filled the tea kettle and put it up to boil. But every casual movement was difficult. The atmosphere was pushing down on her, the way it does in a jet, just after takeoff when the pressurized air suddenly turns fierce.

“Is this it?” Richard said to her. “After all this time you just walk right past me without a single explanation?”

Lila took a lemon from the window sill and cut it into quarters. She looked down and saw that her hand was shaking, and she quickly dropped the knife into the sink.

“Why didn’t you talk to me when I called?” Richard asked. “Why did my father act like everything was a goddamned secret?”

They could hear Rae straighten up in the living room, picking up pillows from the floor, putting on her shoes, rewinding the relaxation tape on the recorder. In the kitchen, the sound of the rewinding tape was exactly like the sound of someone drowning.

“I should have guessed you’d get involved with her,” Lila said.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Richard said. “You left and she was stuck without a labor coach.”

“Are you sleeping with her?” Lila asked.

“Are you crazy?” Richard said.

“I don’t know,” Lila said. “Is it crazy to want your husband to remain faithful?”

“How are you doing this?” Richard said. “How can you manage to make it seem like I’m the one who’s done something wrong?”

Miles above the earth, somewhere above Michigan, Lila had been struck with the sudden knowledge that she was about to lose someone. If she had to choose, Lila knew who that someone would be. The cabin of the jet had been flooded with light; to look at the clouds or the earth below, you had to wear sunglasses and squint. It was like the instant after you flip a coin, and your heart rate lets you know what you really wanted all along.

“Are you going to tell me why you left?” Richard said.

The tea kettle had begun to whistle, and Lila got a cup and saucer from the drying rack. If she had brought back a young woman she could have introduced her as her daughter, she could have explained. A long time ago, she would have told Richard, on a night that was so cold you couldn’t light a match without having the flame freeze, she had given in to something so powerful it was impossible to fight it. She could hold on to the mattress until her fingers turned white, she could scream until her throat was raw, but all the time she did she knew she was just about to surrender. The surrender was unconditional, it lasted forever. But it didn’t really matter that she had no proof, no flesh-and-blood child, no one to introduce to him. She was someone’s mother, and there was no way to explain that her daughter was a ghost.

“Just tell me what’s going on,” Richard said. “Is that asking too much?”

Lila opened the cabinet above the stove. She took one look and could feel their marriage dissolving. When she thought now of their wedding day, she couldn’t even remember what kind of flowers had grown outside by the kitchen door. There were no longer any teabags in this cabinet; he had rearranged things without once guessing that putting down new shelf paper and moving a few boxes and bowls would make her believe that it was over between them.

“What did you do?” Lila said.

Richard reached for the cabinet nearest the refrigerator and pulled it open. A box of teabags was now stored next to canned vegetables, soup, salt shakers, silverware.

“It’s a lot more convenient this way,” Richard began to explain.

“How could you do this to me?” Lila said. “How could you go ahead and do this?”

Richard looked at her carefully. He ran one hand through his hair. “This is crazy,” he said. “This is true insanity.”

It wasn’t just the whistle of the kettle that caused the high pitch in the room. It was the tension between them; they couldn’t take their eyes off each other, and both of them knew that if they weren’t careful someone was about to go too far.

Out in the living room, Rae knew that she had to get out of there, but she didn’t know quite how to do it. She had been waiting for someone to come out of the kitchen and dismiss her, preferably Richard. But now she could tell, from the sound of their voices, they had forgotten her. So she did what she thought was only polite. She went to the kitchen door and gently knocked.

“I think I’m going to go now,” she called in to them.

“Oh, God,” Lila groaned. She could feel Rae draining her energy, just as she had the first time they met. “Will you get her out of here?” she said to Richard.

“She has nothing to do with this,” Richard said.

But through the closed door Lila could feel Rae’s weight, and the slow movements of her baby as it turned in its sleep. Worst of all she could feel Rae’s happiness, and it was that sense of expectation that burned right through Lila, like a jolt of electricity. Without thinking twice, Lila turned to the open cabinet and threw everything on the floor. Salt and silver trinkets saved in a box with a dog’s tooth they had found in the garden, three silver knives, a fistful of black tea torn from two teabags, a wishbone, dust. And as Richard watched, horrified by the mess, Lila bent down and mixed it all together, and as she did she secretly wished Rae a labor exactly like her own. Right there in her own kitchen Lila called up pain, fear, suffering, blood, loneliness, and deceit.

Richard backed her into a corner and said her name three times. But she still wouldn’t listen to him.

“Get her out!” Lila said.

Richard swallowed hard, then he went out to the hallway and helped Rae find her coat in the closet. Lila could hear their voices. Richard was apologizing, she could tell from his tone. He walked Rae to the door, and then Lila heard his footsteps returning. She was pacing the floor when he came back; her nerve endings were so raw that the air against her skin hurt.

“She’s gone,” Richard said. “We can talk now.”

Lila looked at him from the corner of her eye and laughed.

“Please,” Richard said. “Just talk to me.”

He was begging her, really. But Lila forced herself not to look at him. She couldn’t be distracted, not by him or anyone else. When she concentrated she could force her energy out through her fingertips in a flow of heat. She could bring back the ghost of the child who had died in East China.

It was dangerous business. It was walking on the thinnest sort of ice where one false move can make you stumble. And once your foot broke through the ice it was only seconds before you fell through to that place where lost children call to their mothers but can never be found, and even their voices disappear after a while, each cry swallowed whole by the dark. Lila refused to let anything she felt for Richard get in her way, and so she held her breath and she slowly and purposely stepped right over the line of forgiveness.

“Don’t you understand anything?” she said to him. “I don’t care enough about you to talk.”

Richard instantly drew back. Lila had known that he would, but she hadn’t expected it to hurt so much. Hannie had had that same wounded look the first time Lila refused to speak to her. Lila had brought over her order of hot water and raisin buns, but when the old woman invited her to join her at the table, Lila pretended not to hear. She had walked away instead, and she hid in the kitchen, near the crates where they stored lettuce. But every time the swinging doors to the kitchen opened, Lila could see out to the rear table and, as she watched, the look on Hannie’s face turned to despair—it was a look that assured you the other person knew it was over between you.

Out in the backyard three jays circled the bird feeder before they perched on its farthest edge. Richard stood absolutely still, just as he had on that day she first met him, when the tar bubbled up on the road and sea gulls dared to eat from the palm of her hand. When he left her, Lila tried to hear only one thing—the thin wail of the kettle. But when the front door slammed the sound echoed. And as she stood there, alone in the kitchen, she could not believe what she had done.

She ran after him, but Richard had already gotten into his car and put it into gear. Lila pushed open the screen door and said his name, but he couldn’t hear her now, and she knew it. It was the time of day when the horizon above the city turns violet, the time of year when the air itself is blue and unpredictable. It was easy to forget how deceiving February could be in California—it pretended to be one season just long enough to fool you, then turned itself inside out and delivered what you least expected—a heat wave or a storm. Tonight it felt exactly like summer. There was that lemon-colored light you usually saw in August, and the scent of dried grass and eucalyptus. But for the first time that Lila could remember there wasn’t a single rose on the bushes outside the door, and when she looked carefully she could see a milky substance on the leaves, a sure sign of aphids and neglect.

After a while, Lila went inside. She pulled the screen closed and locked the door. Then she carried her suitcase into the bedroom and began to unpack. She had a headache, a bad one. Bad enough so that when she closed her eyes she swore she could see Richard. His car was idling in the parking lot behind the liquor store on La Brea and the radio was turned on. Everyone who walked past could hear it, and it made them self-conscious about going into a liquor store alone. They all wound up buying more to drink than they’d intended, and they thought it was the Ray Charles song on the radio that made them feel like getting really drunk. But it wasn’t. It was seeing somebody who looked desperate parked out there in the lot on such a beautiful night that could really get to you, if you let it. Even if the big decision Richard was working on at that moment was a choice between bourbon and scotch.

Lila took two aspirins from the medicine cabinet in the bathroom before she came back and took off her coat and boots. A jet passed by overhead, and out in someone’s yard a dog began to howl. When Lila had unpacked she went to her bureau and picked up the three silver bracelets she had left there. She put them on and they hit against each other, like pieces of ice in a glass. She thought, then, of her father-in-law. It was late in New York, and he was certainly already asleep in the parlor. Richard had told her that on the afternoon of Helen’s funeral, Jason Grey had locked himself in a closet and cried. Afterward, they’d had dinner together, a casserole sent over by the wife of the fellow who’d bought Jason’s gas station a few years back. Richard had continually looked over at his father, waiting for him to break down again. But he hadn’t—he ate some of what was on his plate, had coffee, and went to lie down on the couch in the parlor at a little after eight. Richard slept in his old bedroom. Near midnight he heard something out in back of the house and woke up. He went to the window and saw that his father was out there, digging a hole in the ground with a shovel. The first thing he’d thought, he’d told Lila later, was that his father was digging his own grave. That night the moon was orange and full and Richard had been certain that the reason his father had not appeared to be grieving during dinner was that he’d been planning to bury himself alive.

Richard had stood at the window, unable to move. Outside, Jason Grey stopped digging; he leaned on his shovel and looked up at the sky. That was when Richard could see that the hole his father had been digging was much too small for a grave, even for something the size of a small dog. Jason took something out of his pocket. Richard pressed his face against the window and he could see that his father held a palm full of jewelry. It was Helen Grey’s jewelry—her wedding ring, a small aquamarine brooch, a strand of seed pearls, a silver locket in the shape of a heart. Jason Grey knelt down and carefully buried the jewelry in the ground. But then he didn’t go away—he just stood there, and he was standing there long after Richard had turned and gone back to bed.

When he’d come home to Los Angeles a few days later, Richard told Lila that at the moment when his father knelt on the damp ground, he’d had the sense that something was about to begin. It wasn’t until the following morning that he realized what he’d felt was the start of his father’s grief, the beginning of something that would take years to complete.

Lila sat on the edge of the bed and took off her silver bracelets. She felt terribly moved by the thought of her father-in-law out in his backyard, in the dark, opening his hands and trying to let his wife go. But, the truth was, it wasn’t the same. Outside, the dog who had been chained up tugged on his lead and whined. The sky was dark now, you couldn’t even see the birds who were nesting in the lemon tree for the night. There was simply no loss that compared to the death of a child. It was the one death that contained a thousand more within itself. An unbreakable ring, the end of everything your child might have been, the girl of ten, the woman of twenty, the one loss you just cannot bring yourself to believe.

If Lila had been there, if she’d felt her daughter grow cold, if she’d been the one forced to search all over East China for a coffin small enough, she might have accepted it by now. She might have been able to take her father-in-law’s advice to let the dead go, even though afterward there would have been marks on her palms from the wrenching of letting go, small pinpoints that let in air and never seemed to heal. But instead of mourning what had been lost, Lila reached into her suitcase and took out her daughter’s sweater. She held it in her hands and she closed her eyes until she couldn’t see anything but white light. And as she sat there on the edge of the bed she could feel the material in her hands begin to grow warmer—so she closed her eyes tighter and willed her daughter to come to her.

Richard came home after eleven. He’d had more to drink than he could ever remember. He parked his car in the driveway and carefully maneuvered his way up the dark path. There wasn’t a sound in the street, just his unsteady footsteps on the cement. When he got to the front door he just couldn’t bring himself to go inside. He sat down on the porch steps, between the two rose bushes, and tried to figure out what had gone wrong.

Lila knew that he was back. She realized that all she had to do was make one move and all the others would follow. Just get out of bed, then put on her robe, then walk down the hallway and unlatch the front door. But she couldn’t do it, she couldn’t let her thoughts be swayed for a second. Her thoughts had to be as pure as light. And so she didn’t move when she heard him push the latch up on the screen door, then unlock the front door.

He stood outside the closed bedroom door for a while, and then he went to the linen closet in the hallway and got some sheets. He undressed in the living room, in the dark. Just before he was about to lie down on the couch Richard realized that he smelled something burning. He followed the smell into the kitchen, where it turned overpoweringly bitter. The kitchen was dark, except for a circle of blue light that seemed somehow dangerous. For a split second, Richard found that he was afraid. But then he switched on the overhead light and saw that the blue circle was only the gas burner on the stove, turned on and forgotten. The water in the kettle had boiled away and the tin bottom was charred and smoking. Richard turned off the gas and put the kettle in the sink. He turned on the cold water and there was a rush of steam as the hot metal sizzled. When the kettle had cooled down, Richard tossed it in the trash, but even after he had opened the window the burning scent was still there, clinging to the curtains and the walls.

Richard didn’t bother to put the sheets on the couch. He lay there, unable to sleep, imagining the way Lila used to look. The first time he saw her he knew there could never be anyone else, and the first time he had made love to her, he had actually cried—that’s how much he’d wanted her. Every night he watched as she brushed her hair a hundred strokes with a wire brush. And he simply couldn’t stop watching her, not even after she had fallen asleep. As she slept she reached out for him, she did it every night, just as every night Richard pulled her a little closer until it seemed there was only one person asleep in their bed and only one heart beating.

But on this night Lila didn’t reach out for her husband, she didn’t even think about him. She lay in their bed and concentrated so hard that she could feel the room spin. Her blood moved faster and faster; her fingertips began to burn. After a while Lila could feel herself growing weaker, and she knew she didn’t have much more to give. The sheets beneath her were soaked with sweat and she could feel she was just about to break—her bones were rising up to the surface like fish, her skin simply couldn’t contain energy like this. And just as she was about to give up, Lila felt something move in her arms. She ground her teeth and refused to give up. She concentrated even harder, imagining every tiny finger and toe, recalling each second after her baby’s birth—the shape of her cheek, the dark eyelashes, the odor of blood and milk. At last, Lila felt a weight on the bed next to her. She held her breath and when she opened her eyes she could see, even in the dark, that her daughter was finally beside her.

The baby’s eyes were closed, her eyelids as white as stones. Slowly, the lids fluttered, and two perfect slate-gray eyes stared up at Lila. There was an outline of light all around the baby. Even when Lila held her tighter underneath a white sheet, the outline remained. And Lila wept when she realized that her daughter knew her, she cried so many tears that in no time at all both she and her child were coated with salt.

Out in the hallway you could see the light that surrounded the baby escape from under the bedroom door. It spread out all along the floor, into the other rooms of the house. Richard might have seen it if he hadn’t been on his back, staring at the ceiling. He wished that he were holding his wife, but by now it was after midnight and Richard wouldn’t have dreamed of disturbing Lila, any more than Lila would have thought to call out his name. Richard fell right asleep, maybe because he knew that he’d be sleeping out in the living room for a long time. And every night after that, before he went to sleep, Richard stood outside the bedroom door for a moment, and every night Lila heard him. But neither of them could go to the other; a thin sheet of glass had sprung up between them, and it separated them until they were as distant from each other as they were from the stars.

At the beginning of her eighth month, Rae woke up one morning and decided that she wouldn’t go through with it after all. It wasn’t being pregnant, she had gotten used to that—the insomnia, the heartburn, the pressure on her bladder, the way she had to get down on her knees every time she wanted to pick her shoes up off the floor. It was the idea of labor that terrified her. Throughout her life there had been a conspiracy, and there was still a secret she’d never been told. Lately, women with small children had begun to smile at her for no reason at all. Rae had thought it was sympathy—she was so lumbering and huge—or a particularly sweet memory of the time when their own child was about to be born. Now she realized it was something more—a moment of compassion for the uninitiated, a spinning backward through time to their own innocence. No one had ever told Rae the truth about childbirth. Not her Lamaze instructor, not her doctor, not her own mother. No one had bothered to suggest to her just how much it might hurt.

She’d done the practical things—read child-care books, renewed her insurance coverage, interviewed day-care mothers, even gone to a parenting course at U.C.L.A., where she’d given a doll a bath in a plastic washtub and pretended to insert a thermometer to check for fever. Still, the idea of holding an infant in her arms scared her. She had never even changed a diaper. The one time when she had baby-sat, she’d been lost. She’d sat for a nine-month-old boy who lived down the block from her parents’ house, and he’d been asleep when she arrived. Rae was sixteen, and madly in love with Jessup, and she’d arranged for him to come over an hour after the child’s parents had gone to the movies. They were on the couch, kissing, when the baby woke up. There’d been no warning, no slow escalation of louder and louder cries—suddenly the baby was screaming his head off, as if he had been stuck with pins.

“Oh, shit,” Jessup had said. He sat up and threw his head back against the couch. “Why did I bother to come over here?”

Rae ran upstairs and peeked into the nursery. A nightlight gave off a purplish glow. From the doorway, Rae could see the baby standing up, holding on to the bars of his crib, screaming in a way that turned her blood cold. Rae stood there for a moment, then ran back downstairs. She found Jessup in the kitchen, looking through the refrigerator for a beer. When he saw Rae he was surprised.

“Why didn’t you shut him up?” Jessup asked.

“I don’t know how to,” Rae said.

Jessup found a six-pack. He took out a can and pulled off the tab. “Did you change his diaper?” he said.

Rae could feel the baby’s screams inside her skin. “I can’t,” she admitted. “I never did it before.”

“You can’t?” Jessup said. “You took this job and you don’t even know how to change a diaper?”

Rae looked away from him and shrugged.

“What about feeding him?”

“I don’t know how to,” Rae had said in a small voice.

“Jesus Christ, Rae,” Jessup said to her. “Don’t invite me to any more of your jobs, all right?”

He slammed his beer down on the counter, got a bottle of formula out of the refrigerator, warmed it, then left her there in tears. She felt absolutely desperate—the pitch of the baby’s cry had grown worse, and Rae imagined covering his mouth with her hand and shaking him until he stopped. But after a few minutes, the crying stopped, and Rae took off her shoes so she could creep back upstairs. By the time she got to the nursery, Jessup had changed the baby’s diaper and he was sitting in the rocking chair feeding the baby his bottle. Rae stood in the doorway and listened to the squeak of the rocking chair and the greedy sound of the baby’s swallowing. After a while she felt like an intruder, so she went back downstairs and sat on the couch.

Jessup came down after the baby was asleep. He got his beer, sat down next to Rae, and put his boots up on the coffee table.

“How did you do that?” Rae said to him.

“Do what?” Jessup said, as though he had never left her side.

They’d heard the key in the lock then, and Jessup had immediately leapt to his feet. He ran into the kitchen and was out the back door before the baby’s parents had set foot in the house. But they saw the open beer can on the coffee table and, to Rae’s great relief, they told her they’d see to it that she never baby-sat for anyone in the neighborhood ever again.

Afterward she tried to get Jessup to explain how he’d known what to do.

“I’ve got a couple of cousins,” Jessup had said with a shrug. “Every kid is the same—when they pee you change their diaper. Then you give them something to eat so they can pee again and you can change their diaper again. It’s no big deal.”

Still, there was one thing Rae couldn’t figure out—how Jessup had known to put the baby over his shoulder after he’d had his bottle, and gently rub his back until he fell asleep. Rae had been right there, standing in the doorway, but the room had been dark and there had been that purple, misleading glow of light, and after a while she guessed that she’d been seeing things. Maybe Jessup hadn’t been as gentle as she’d imagined. Maybe he hadn’t actually been humming, and she had also imagined the sound of a lullaby that was so sweet you knew you weren’t meant to overhear.

She was missing him more these days, she was even dreaming about him. She dreamed that she was out in the desert, late at night, when there wasn’t a soul around. The Oldsmobile was parked in a dusty field, and Rae sat on its hood, looking at the sky. She heard hoofbeats then, and she knew even before she saw it that it was one of Jessup’s horses, smaller than a pony, with a coat that was the same blue-black color as the night. The horse came up right alongside her, and Rae could tell that Jessup had sent him to her. She waited, and after a while the horse spoke to her and told her that Jessup was being held captive. They stood there in the dark and both of them began to cry. Their tears formed a pool, and when Rae bent to look she saw that there were silvery fish swimming in circles, shimmering in the dark water. And when Rae looked even closer she noticed that where each fish’s gills should be there was a tiny arm, and a hundred babies’ hands paddled in the water.

Another time she dreamed that she and Jessup were making love, and when she woke she missed him more than ever, and all that morning she was weak in the knees, as though she had just come from her lover’s bed. Missing Jessup was bad enough, what made it worse was that everyone around Rae was so distant and preoccupied. Freddy Contina didn’t even go home any more. He worked till midnight and slept in his office, and he still couldn’t figure out why no theater would release the films he’d brought back from Europe. Rae couldn’t talk to him, and she couldn’t talk to Richard any more either. Something was so wrong with Richard you could feel it just by touching his hand. When he knelt down beside Rae in Lamaze class his unhappiness interrupted Rae’s concentration, and she often lost count of how many breaths she had taken. After class, as they walked out to the parking lot together, Rae always felt as if she were alone. She tried to talk to Richard about Lila, but he refused. “Don’t even think about her,” he told Rae. “Don’t be concerned.” But Rae couldn’t help it, she was concerned. And sometimes, late at night, Rae wondered if she might have to pay for the sorrow on Lila’s face when she walked in and saw them in the living room, a look that made Rae think of the way she used to look at Jessup when she knew he was about to go somewhere and leave her all alone.

She still couldn’t quite believe Jessup wasn’t coming back. She began to actively try to erase him from her mind. She took all his old clothes to a mission downtown and filled out a change-of-address card for him at the post office. She no longer ran to the window when she heard something that sounded like his footsteps; on the anniversary of the day he’d first kissed her she went to the Chinese take-out place around the corner and ordered everything he hated: shrimp with black bean sauce, spicy eggplant, mysterious flavored chicken.

On a Sunday early in March, when she had nearly managed to forget him, Rae got out of the shower and heard a knock at the door. She just stood there with a towel wrapped around her head. For a moment, right before she threw on her bathrobe and answered the door, she felt a surge of heat near her heart. She knew exactly who she wanted it to be out there in the courtyard, and after she opened the door and saw that it was only Jessup’s partner, Hal, she was so disappointed it showed.

Hal had been out there for a while, trying to summon up the nerve to knock. He had brought her carnations which had been dipped in red dye, and the flowers made it impossible for Rae to turn him away. She made him some coffee, then went into the bathroom and got dressed. When she came back to the kitchen he was still stirring his coffee, and he seemed much more interested in the way Rae arranged the carnations than he did in having something to drink. She sat down across from him at the table and watched him carefully.

“Jessup didn’t send you here, did he?” Rae asked. “Maybe he wanted you to see if I was all right or if I needed anything.”

“Jessup?” Hal said, confused.

Rae put her elbows on the table and tried to smile. “I didn’t think so,” she said.

“I guess I just feel guilty,” Hal said. “If he had told me about you I would have never asked him to come in on the ranch with me. To tell you the truth, I’m sorry I did ask him.” Hal took a sip of his coffee and shook his head. “That goddamned Jessup. Whenever he runs out of something—like dishes or clean clothes—he acts so damned surprised, like there’s an unlimited supply of everything. I’m telling you—no one can live with him.”

“I did,” Rae said.

“Well, you were in love with him,” Hal said. He spooned more sugar into his coffee. Then, as if something had suddenly dawned on him, he said, “Don’t tell me you still are?”

“If you’re here because you think you broke us up, forget it,” Rae said.

“I’d just like to help you out,” Hal said.

He wasn’t looking at her, so Rae could study him all she wanted. “Why?” she finally asked.

He seemed genuinely surprised by her question, and it took a while before he answered.

“Why shouldn’t I?” he said.

“I don’t know,” Rae said.

“I could come visit you once in a while and take care of things,” Hal said. “Maybe I just feel like doing something for you.”

Rae promised him she’d think about it, and when there was a knock on her door the following Sunday, she didn’t have any expectations. She knew exactly who it was. She let him carry the laundry downstairs and change the oil in the Oldsmobile, but it just made things worse. And when she walked him out to the pickup he and Jessup had bought, Rae felt a rush of desire. The truck was red, and Rae was certain that Jessup had been the one who’d chosen the color. She sounded sincere when she thanked Hal for all his help, but all she could think about was Jessup, sitting at the counter of the Dunkin’ Donuts in Barstow, watching that waitress, Paulette, from the corner of his eye.

Later, when she got into bed, Rae could tell she would have nightmares. She thought she would dream about the men in her life: Jessup would turn his back on her; Hal would knock at her window, waking her from a sound sleep; Richard would drive to the wrong hospital, leaving her waiting at the admitting desk, in labor and all alone. But that night Rae dreamed of Lila, and when she woke she was frightened the way she had been as a little girl, when she cried in her sleep and wanted her mother and no one else would do. Night after night Rae dreamed of Lila: she had a fever that could not be broken until Lila appeared; she was lost in a garden, and even though she could see Lila’s house in the distance, every path led right back to the same locust grove. When she had been plagued by bad dreams as a child, Carolyn had taught her some tricks to chase them away. On the nights she felt she might have nightmares she was to wash her hair with lemon juice, and take some sewing or embroidery to bed, to work on just before she fell asleep. But now when she rinsed her hair the lemon juice always smelled bitter, and every time she picked up the embroidery needle she bought at the drugstore, she stuck her finger and drew blood.

After a few nights, the drops of blood that had fallen as Rae tried to work her embroidery formed the shape of a heart on her sheets, and she knew that if things kept on this way there would be only bad luck. But even when she willed herself not to have any dreams during the few hours each night that she slept, it wasn’t enough. She did not expect Lila to agree to be at the baby’s birth, but she might at least get her blessing. And so one evening, when she had cooked dinner but could not eat, Rae got into her car, and she drove without stopping to Three Sisters Street.

Richard’s Volkswagen wasn’t in the driveway, and that made Rae hesitate. But he was rarely there any more. Whenever he couldn’t find a good excuse to work overtime he went and parked in the lot behind the liquor store. He didn’t bother to go in and buy something to drink. He just parked and listened to the radio and avoided going home. When he did finally come home, Lila always knew. She froze the instant his car turned the corner, she could feel his weight as he came up the brick path to the door. It was not as difficult as she had thought it would be to live in the same house with someone and have nothing to do with him. If she and Richard met accidentally, in the hallway or the kitchen, Lila lowered her eyes and silently counted to a hundred, and by that time Richard had usually left the room. Every time Richard came into the house, and before he fell asleep on the couch, Lila made certain to keep the dresser drawer where her daughter slept closed. But as soon as she could she opened the drawer and picked up her baby, and sometimes, when she felt particularly brave, she took her outside and they sat together underneath the lemon tree.

The evening that Rae came to see her, Lila was sitting in the chair in her bedroom, rocking her daughter to sleep. She could feel someone walk up the brick path, and she knew it wasn’t Richard. She got up and carefully put her daughter back in the drawer and covered her with a silk scarf that was so soft it slipped through your fingers. Then she put on her robe and went into the living room. She stood close to the wall, beside the drapes, and she lifted a fold of material so that she could look outside.

Rae’s weight made her walk off-balance, and when she came up the porch steps she held on to the banister. Lately, she had developed a fear of falling, and she took each step gingerly, her left arm circling her belly protectively. Lila could almost see inside Rae to the baby she was carrying. Its eyes were closed, but it was moving its fingers, making a fist, then letting go. Already it had eyelashes, fingernails, a cap of soft down on its head. Beside this baby Lila’s own child grew more ghostly, and Lila could tell, just thinking about Rae’s baby sapped her child’s strength: in the dresser drawer her daughter was right now struggling for breath.

When Rae rang the bell, Lila stood behind the drapes and hid. Rae waited on the porch for longer than Lila had expected—nearly fifteen minutes. When she’d been there long enough to feel foolish, Rae turned and walked back to her parked car. Lila stood with her back against the wall; she wiped her eyes with the hem of the drapes. And later, when Lila summoned up the courage to pull back the drapes and look outside, there wasn’t one single sign that anyone had come to see her, and no one who wasn’t looking carefully would have noticed that there were at least a dozen new buds on the rosebushes at the front door, and that each and every one of them was blood red.

Hal and Rae had spent an entire morning shopping for a crib, going from one baby store to another. As the morning wore on, Rae began to feel more and more defeated. Everything was so expensive, so foreign. There were things she had never seen before—crib bumpers, walkers, infant seats with buckles and bells. All morning the baby had been pushing against her ribs, and when Hal asked her if she liked a particular crib, Rae turned on him.

“Why can’t you just leave me alone?” she said before she stomped away. The pressure inside her grew worse then, and she wound up sitting on the floor, knees pulled up, hands shaking. She didn’t know if she liked the crib or not because she didn’t know what there was to like about it. In the end, she just pointed a finger at a wooden crib that didn’t look any different from the rest and said she would take it.

As Hal loaded the crib into the rear of the pickup, Rae practiced her deep breathing in the parking lot. On the way home she was certain that if Hal said one word to her she would jump out of the moving truck. He wouldn’t let her help him carry the crib across the courtyard, and once he had managed to get it inside they were both amazed by how much room it took up. They stood there watching it, hypnotized. Finally, Hal cleared his throat.

“That’s some crib,” he said appraisingly.

“I guess so,” Rae said.

She sat down on the edge of the bed and ran one hand through her hair.

“I must be crazy,” she said.

“I’ll tell you what’s crazy,” Hal said. “We’re making money. It’s especially hard to believe because it was all Jessup’s idea—we started advertising in Variety and in the Times. Go on and guess what the birthday present for kids in Beverly Hills is these days.”

Rae looked up at him.

“Our horses,” Hal said. “We deliver them wearing birthday hats.”

Hal reached for his wallet and carefully peeled off ten hundred-dollar bills. He placed them at the foot of the bed.

“Don’t do this,” Rae warned him. “Don’t you feel sorry for me.”

“I’m not,” Hal swore. “Listen, this is Jessup’s money—only he doesn’t know it.”

“Really?” Rae said, interested.

“I’m in charge of the finances,” Hal told her.

They smiled at each other then.

“I guess he owes me something,” Rae agreed.

“I told you to get those bumpers for the crib,” Hal said. “I told you they weren’t too expensive.”

“You know, you shouldn’t be here,” Rae said. “You should be out finding somebody of your own.”

“That’s okay,” Hal said.

“I really mean it, Hal,” Rae told him.

“I know you do,” he nodded. “And I’m not expecting anything.”

So Rae picked up the money he had given her, and she counted it twice. But she knew that you could easily say you weren’t expecting anything, and still not quite believe you weren’t really going to get it if you waited long enough.

That night they went out for an early dinner to celebrate the crib. The restaurant had once been a guest house on the edge of the Sisters’ estate; they sat in the garden at a white wrought-iron table, and Rae insisted they order the most expensive items on the menu, since it was Jessup who was really paying. At first it was a joke, but by the time they had ordered dessert, Rae couldn’t get Jessup off her mind. She actually ordered apple pie, which she hated, just because it was Jessup’s favorite.

“Not that I’d take him back,” she told Hal. “Imagine me having a baby with Jessup in the room watching. I’d have to worry about how awful I looked, and he’d be so horrible he’d probably ask me to jump off the bed and run out to get him a glass of ice water.”

“You won’t look awful,” Hal said innocently. “You’ll be beautiful.”

“Oh, yeah?” Rae said coldly. “You’re just the type of man who thinks a woman could be beautiful while she was up there on some hospital bed being tortured. I’ll bet you want the woman you’re with to be beautiful all the time—I’ll bet that’s why that girlfriend of yours left you.”

Hal put down his fork. “Who said she left me?”

Hal wasn’t the one she wanted to hurt, so there really was no point in this. “You know what?” Rae said tiredly. “I think I want to go home.”

Hal looked so distraught as they walked through the parking lot, that Rae took his arm.

“I’ll tell you how I knew,” she said. “I was left, too, and it takes one to know one.”

“I thought I was giving you a compliment,” Hal said.

“I know you did,” Rae said. “Don’t pay any attention to me. It’s living with Jessup for so long—it’s made me mean.”

As they drove back on Sunset, Rae felt nervous. Everything was reminding her of Jessup—the sand on the floor of the truck, the shadows on the street. After a while she noticed that Hal was studying something in the rearview mirror. She leaned over and looked.

“Oh, shit,” Rae said. “Is it him?”

Hal nodded and kept on driving. “I can’t believe this fucking guy—he’s got my car,” he said.

For some reason, they both had the feeling they had done something wrong, and they spoke to each other in whispers.

“What are we going to do?” Rae said.

“What can we do?” Hal said, because by then they were stopped at a red light.

Jessup got out of Hal’s Ford and slammed the door behind him. He left the Ford idling hard and came up and knocked on Rae’s window. Rae looked at Hal and he leaned over and rolled her window down.

“What the hell is this supposed to be?” Jessup said.

“We went out to dinner,” Hal said.

“Oh, really?” Jessup said. “How long has this been going on?”

“There’s nothing going on,” Hal said. He looked at Rae for a second, measuring what he was about to say. “But you know, while we’re at it,” he said to Jessup. “How about Paulette?”

“Paulette!” Jessup said. “Paulette is nothing.”

“Come on, Jessup,” Hal said. “Who do you think you’re talking to—idiots?”

“I’ll tell you what I’d really like to know,” Jessup said. Rae wasn’t looking at him, but she could tell by his tone that he was talking to her. “I’d like to know why you’re too afraid to look at me.”

Rae turned to him then, and as coolly as she could she said, “I’m looking at you now.”

“Yeah?” Jessup said. “Well, take a good look.”

As they stared at each other the light turned green; behind them someone sounded a horn. Without turning, Jessup raised his arm and signaled for the driver to go around them.

“Do you know what today is?” Jessup said to Rae.

The driver behind them leaned on his horn. Jessup jumped away from the pickup.

“Drive around us, you asshole,” he called.

Hal leaned over toward Rae. “We don’t have to sit here and take this from him,” he said.

Jessup stuck his head in Rae’s window again. The muscles in his jaw were tightening, the way they always did when he was upset.

“Today’s my birthday, Rae,” he said.

“Do you believe this?” Hal said. “Who does this guy think he is?”

“Do you really want me to spend my birthday alone?” Jessup asked Rae.

“What about Paulette?” Rae said before she could stop herself, and anyone could tell how interested she was no matter how cool she sounded. Next to her she could feel Hal sink down a little behind the steering wheel.

Jessup knew he had just had a small victory, and he grinned. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go celebrate.”

Rae swallowed hard, then turned to Hal. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s his birthday.”

Jessup was walking around to the driver’s door. He opened it and waited for Hal to get out.

“I appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” Rae said to Hal.

“I don’t need your appreciation,” Hal said.

He got out, and Jessup stood aside so that Hal could walk back to the Ford. Then Jessup got into the truck. He pulled the door closed and took off. Rae leaned over to look in the rearview mirror and she could see Hal getting into his Ford, waving his hands at the line of cars waiting behind him.

“Well, I did it,” Jessup said. He lit a cigarette and rolled down his window. “Just under the wire, before I turned thirty. I made it.” He reached into his pocket, and for a moment the truck veered into the oncoming lane. “Take a look,” Jessup said. He held up a billfold and smiled. “Thirty years old and I’m a success.”

“Congratulations,” Rae said.

“I told you I would be,” Jessup said.

“I don’t know,” Rae said. “I just feel terrible about Hal.”

“Let me tell you something about Hal,” Jessup said. “He wants what anybody else has.”

Rae gave Jessup a look.

“Or used to have,” Jessup amended. “You know what I mean—whatever happens, we’ll always be involved. It is my baby you’re having, if I’m not mistaken.”

“You’re not mistaken,” Rae said.

“There you go,” Jessup nodded.

He pulled the car over when they passed a liquor store.

“Wait right here,” he said, and he was gone before she could tell him not to.

Waiting there for him felt wrong. She had the feeling that this had all happened a hundred times before, only she’d been a different person.

Jessup jumped back into the pickup and put two bottles of Spanish champagne under his seat.

“What is that?” Rae said.

“That is champagne,” Jessup said. “We’re going back to the apartment to get drunk.”

“I can’t drink,” Rae said. “I’m pregnant.”

Jessup turned to her, annoyed. “It’s my birthday,” he said.

“I know,” Rae said. “You keep reminding me.”

“Yeah, well you sure didn’t remember on your own.”

Then Rae felt contrite—she had never forgotten his birthday before, but lately the only date she could remember was her baby’s due date.

“All right,” Rae said finally. “Let’s go home.”

They didn’t talk for the rest of the ride. Once, Jessup caught Rae staring at him, and they both laughed, and it almost seemed like it was going to be all right. But as soon as Jessup had parked the car, Rae could tell it just wasn’t the same as it used to be. She simply didn’t trust him.

Jessup followed her across the courtyard, a champagne bottle in each hand. He was studying her as she unlocked the door and finally he said, “You sure do look pregnant.”

Rae looked at him briefly, then pushed open the door.

When Jessup saw the crib, he put the champagne bottles down on the bureau, then walked over and ran his hand over the wooden bars. Rae had the strongest sense that he was about to say something important. But when he spoke it was only to tell her he was dying of thirst.

She went into the kitchen for glasses. Later she managed to act as if she was drinking by occasionally raising her glass to her lips. She was right to assume that Jessup wouldn’t even notice that the only glass he kept refilling was his own.

“Why are you staying so far away from me?” Jessup asked her.

He was sitting on the edge of the bed. Rae was in the easy chair, watching him drink.

“I’m comfortable here,” Rae shrugged.

“Like hell,” Jessup said. “You’re afraid of what might happen if you come a little closer.”

Rae got up and went to sit next to him; balancing on the edge of the bed with nothing to support her strained her back. As he leaned toward her Rae thought about the first time he had ever kissed her. It was so cold that icicles had formed on all the streetlights. She really hadn’t expected it; Jessup had been waiting for her outside the high school, and Rae left the girls she usually walked home with on the steps and ran to meet him. They walked along in silence, Jessup didn’t even look at her, and Rae had to struggle to keep up with him on the slippery sidewalk. Then he’d turned on her, for no reason at all.

“Did you see the way they looked at me?” he said.

“Who?” Rae asked. They hadn’t passed anyone on the street.

“Your friends,” Jessup said. “That’s who. You’d have to be blind not to notice.”

“They didn’t look at you,” Rae said, although she expected they had, and that, by now, they had already dissected him right there on the steps of the school.

“Don’t give me that crap,” Jessup said.

“All right,” Rae said. “They looked because they’re jealous.”

Jessup looked over at her.

“They are,” Rae insisted.

“Bullshit,” Jessup said, but she could tell he was buying it.

“I swear,” Rae said, “they are.”

“There’s nothing to be jealous of,” Jessup said then. “We’re nothing to each other.”

Rae looked down at the sidewalk.

“I’m warning you right now,” Jessup said, “so you don’t get hurt.”

When he kissed her Rae knew that she was supposed to close her eyes, but she couldn’t. She had to look at him to make certain it was really happening to her because she knew that when this first kiss was over, Jessup would back away and act as if nothing between them had changed.

This time, Rae was the one who backed away. Jessup looked at her, then reached down and pulled off his boots.

“What are you doing?” Rae said.

Jessup stood up and unbuttoned his shirt.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” he said.

“You really do think I’m stupid,” Rae said.

“Go ahead,” Jessup said. “Try and tell yourself you don’t want me here.”

“You should have gone out with Paulette,” Rae said. “You would have had a much better birthday with her.”

“Will you just forget about Paulette?” Jessup said. “In the first place she just got engaged to some cowboy.”

Rae bent down and got Jessup’s boots, then she walked across the room, opened the front door, and threw them out into the courtyard.

“Wait a minute!” Jessup said.

Rae stood at the open door and fanned herself to cool off.

“I told you this was going to happen to you,” Jessup said. “I told you if you went ahead and got pregnant everything would change. You’re not even thinking straight.”

“You selfish bastard,” Rae said. “If you think selling a few crummy horses means you’re not a failure, you’re wrong.”

Jessup looked at her for a moment, then he buttoned his shirt and tucked it in. “Nobody talks to me like that,” he said, and he walked right past her.

“Get out!” Rae said, even though she knew it sounded ridiculous—he already was standing in the courtyard. As she was about to slam the door behind him, Jessup grabbed it so it wouldn’t budge.

“You had to go and do this on my birthday,” he said. “You had to get back at me.”

He spoke softly, almost in a whisper, but all the same Rae could tell that his voice was breaking. That was when she knew that he had come back because he needed her. On any other night it would have felt like a victory, but tonight she just felt sorry for him, and feeling that way about Jessup was the worst sort of betrayal there was. When she watched him walk across the courtyard he seemed hunched over, and Rae had the urge to run after him. But instead she closed the door and listened for his truck to start and drive away. She wondered if on that night in Boston when he told her he was leaving he had been holding his breath, desperate for her to beg to go with him. He had hidden it so well, all Rae had seen was endless courage, hot nights, a look that could make her do anything. But tonight Jessup was a thirty-year-old man who couldn’t stay still long enough to last in one place. Someone who, when there was no one beside him in the passenger seat on the long ride out into the desert, wound up talking to himself for comfort. Someone who was totally exhausted when he got into the lower bunk bed in his trailer and found he still couldn’t sleep.

Rae had been sure that she wouldn’t be able to sleep either, but she was in bed and fast asleep long before Jessup reached the freeway. It wasn’t that she didn’t care any more—she did. But everything was different, in spite of what she felt. As she was falling asleep, Rae tried to picture Jessup’s face and couldn’t. Instead, she kept seeing the crib that was pushed up against the wall. With her eyes half closed the slats of the crib cast blue shadows across the room, and every time the headlights of a car out on the street flickered the shadows moved like water.

Sometime near dawn, Rae dreamed that she was with her mother at the house in Wellfleet. It was low tide, and you could hear the birds in the salt marsh beyond the house. They were out on the porch, and Carolyn was wearing a white summer dress, one she had owned years earlier, before Rae was born. They were facing the channel beside the marsh. It was an inlet, which whales sometimes mistook for deeper water; often, they got lost among the reeds and beached themselves, one after another. Now the channel was empty, and as smooth as glass. After a while, Rae realized that her mother was no longer beside her. When she found she was alone, Rae felt unusually calm. She leaned over the porch railing and listened to the birds, and when she looked again toward the reeds she saw that her mother’s white dress was in the water, floating at the edge of the marsh, luminous as the moon.

In the morning, Rae woke up slowly. There was already the echo of traffic out on the boulevards, and a buzzing sound from one of the kitchen windows as a bee bounced against the screen. It wasn’t until she got out of bed that Rae began to feel that something had changed: swinging her legs over the mattress was more difficult, walking across the room to get her robe was treacherous. Even when she looked at herself in the full-length mirror in the bathroom, it took a while before Rae realized that it was her own body that had changed. Before, all her weight had been high up, her belly pushed up toward her breasts. But sometime in the night everything had moved down—the baby had dropped, its head was down so far Rae could feel it resting against her pelvic bones. Rae let her bathrobe fall onto the tiled floor just so that she could look at herself. She stayed there so long that anyone would have thought she was terribly vain, but it was just that for the first time that she could remember she didn’t wish for anything other than what she already had, and what she had was less than four weeks to go before her baby was born.

Lila and Richard had learned to be polite to each other, but their civility was so chilling it made their skins crawl. When they really tried they could actually manage to have a meal together in the same room. All they had to do was remember not to look at each other, not to ask each other for the simplest favors, not even to pass the salt, and under no circumstances could they even begin to think about what they had once had.

Nothing on earth could have made Lila turn to her husband, nothing could force her to go to him now and admit that something frightening had begun to happen—she had begun to have visions. These were no orderly prophecies that appeared when beckoned, they came suddenly, at odd hours of the day and night, and they turned time into a wicked thing. There was no way to tell if something was about to happen, or if it had already come to pass. Lila never knew if she was really in her own kitchen, pouring juice into a glass, or if she was on the banks of a frozen bay, watching her first lover, Stephen, walk past the ice fishermen on his way home. In the afternoons, when she went out to water the geraniums, Lila saw her mother out on the patio with two other girls, all of them so young you could practically hear them counting the days until summer. When she dusted in the living room there was Rae, leaning over a bassinet to croon her restless baby to sleep. Each time she went into the bathroom and turned on the light she saw herself putting the stopper in the sink and running the cold water, before she reached for the straight-edged razor and studied her own submerged arm.

These visions brought blinding headaches and a peculiar chill that wouldn’t go away. Now Lila knew why Hannie had always worn too many layers of clothing: black skirts, leather boots, sweaters, shawls. Time, Hannie had told her, grew more delicate as you got older, it was so tissue thin you could hold your hand up to the light and see how tapered the fingers had been at twenty-five, how the palms had been scratched by a fall into the brambles on the morning of your eighth birthday.

Sitting at the rear table, Lila had felt more and more uncomfortable as Hannie talked about getting old.

“There must be some way to stop it,” she said.

It was a foolish remark, but Hannie didn’t laugh. She nodded and bit a sugar cube in half, keeping one half between her thumb and forefinger, the other in her cheek to dissolve.

“There is a way,” she told Lila. The fortune-teller’s eyes were small, and a little too bright, so that people sometimes had to look away from her for no reason at all. “But I wouldn’t wish it on you.”

Lila got it into her head that Hannie knew some secret way to stay young, and already, at eighteen, she knew that certain men, like Stephen, couldn’t tolerate a woman’s growing old. Lila imagined that the secret was a lotion, a cream made of roses and diluted water and fruit, or a powder you dusted over each eyelid before you went to sleep. For days she pestered Hannie; she swore she wouldn’t tell another soul. Hannie avoided answering; instead she told Lila the ingredients of the beauty treatments women in her village had sworn by: egg whites left on your face for one hour, cinnamon under your pillow, tea leaves mixed into your shampoo. But none of this was what Lila wanted, and she brought it up again and again, until Hannie finally gave in.

“When I was a child,” Hannie told her, “there was a woman who was so beautiful that ravens used to come to her window just to see her. At night when she went inside the moon grew duller, the frogs who sat on her front porch never made bellowing noises like the ones by the river—they sat there silently, as though they were waiting for a glimpse of her feet underneath the crack of the door. Her husband adored her, her children refused to let go of her skirts because she smelled like lavender and sweet butter. She was so beautiful that no one was jealous of her, and others enjoyed her good fortune as if it were their own.

“But then something went wrong. She cried all day and all night, there were dark circles around her eyes and her skin looked like ashes in the chimney. This is what happened: She had found some gray hairs, and that had caused her to look even closer. When she borrowed a mirror from her mother-in-law she saw wrinkles that she had never noticed before, she saw that she had begun to grow old. She wrapped herself in a quilt and slept on the wooden floor, weeping in her sleep. Her children grew thin, her husband began to lose his hair. And then, one day, she suddenly seemed herself again, only now she smiled shyly, as though she had a secret. Everyone in the village watched carefully, everyone knew that something was about to happen, and sure enough, on their way to the schoolhouse one morning, the children found her body hanging from a pine tree. She had hung herself with a white silk scarf, the same scarf she had worn at her wedding. They buried her the very same day, and from then on she was talked about so much that everyone could still see her: all they had to do was close their eyes. In time her husband came out of mourning, her children recalled her tenderly, the men in the village talked about her each time they sat down by the river and got drunk. All the women in the village knew that she had managed to stay beautiful—she had simply paid a price she would have had to pay anyway, a little later on when her skin was all wrinkled and her hair so white you couldn’t see her when she bent over in the snow. And all the young women envied her courage, but the old women looked at each other and knew her for the fool that she was.”

Lila knew it was true—her daughter was the only one who didn’t get lost in her confusion of time. The baby was always the same, quietly sitting on Lila’s lap out in the garden, or waiting to be picked up from her bed in the dresser drawer. But the visions drained Lila’s energy, and she went to her daughter less and less often. Sometimes she simply pulled a chair up beside the dresser and watched her daughter sleep. All day long she sat on a hardbacked chair, guarding her daughter, and when she went to sleep her dreams were murky so that in the morning she could never remember them.

Each day she was more on edge, and one evening in March, when the air was light and clean and the acacia tree in their neighbor’s yard had begun to flower, Lila suddenly couldn’t stand to have another dinner alone. She knew Richard wouldn’t be back from the shop until sometime after eight, and so she took a tray out to the table on the patio. She was wearing corduroy slacks and one of Richard’s wool sweaters; the evening wasn’t very cool but she began to feel a chill. At first she thought it was the kind of coldness that accompanied a vision, but it was different, it was more like a steel knife that cut down her left side, from her fingertips to her chest. For some reason she couldn’t smell the lemon tree, she couldn’t hear jets when they passed overhead.

She was at the table, the tray of cottage cheese and fruit and iced tea right in front of her, when she began to feel paralyzed. She told herself that all she had to do was move and she’d be all right. But once she was back inside the house, it was worse. Her blood was ice. She went to the phone in the kitchen to call Richard at the shop, but she couldn’t remember the number she had called a thousand times before. As she stood there Lila could swear that it was August, the air was so warm and still. She could hear someone down the hallway stir in bed. It was Janet Ross—she couldn’t sleep so she got out of bed and went to the closet for her robe as the birds out on the lawn began to sing.

Lila reached up and dialed for the operator.

“I need to reach my husband,” she said as soon as the operator answered.

“Can’t you dial him directly?” the operator said.

“I can’t,” Lila said.

“Tell me his number,” the operator said.

But that was just it—she couldn’t remember.

Outside, the birds were making a terrible racket. Lila knew that any second Janet Ross would come to the nursery, so she crouched down, next to the crib. At first she thought her daughter was sleeping, but then she saw that the baby’s eyes were open. Lila leaned her face against the wooden slats of the crib, and when her daughter exhaled, Lila swallowed it in. The taste was so sweet that she knew it was a last breath. As she crouched by the crib Lila heard her baby’s heart stop. Just like that, on a morning when people all over East China were sleeping beside their husbands or wives, her daughter’s heart stopped beating.

The curtains in the nursery were drawn, but anyone could tell it would be an ideal day, it had been that kind of summer. Eighty-two, and cooler in the shade. Eighty-two, and Lila was freezing. Her daughter’s arms trembled slightly and rustled the crib sheet, and then, much too quickly, her body grew heavy as a stone, and pale as the sky in early morning. Lila cried out only once, but that one cry could break glass, it could break through time itself.

“Oh, please,” Lila said. She was holding on to the phone receiver so tightly that her fingers were numb.

The operator recited Lila’s number and asked for her address. But Lila couldn’t answer, and by the time the operator had looked up the address herself, Lila had dropped the receiver on the floor. Everything was failing her now—her lungs, her eyes, her ears. She ran back out to the garden, desperate for air. Snails had begun to wind their way across the patio, but Lila couldn’t see them; she stumbled and stepped on several and their shells broke beneath her feet. Her headache had taken over; it shattered into pieces that cut into her temples. She could feel herself falling, and although she had always expected herself to give in gracefully, she tried to hold on.

That evening was the last Lamaze class. They’d finished learning breathing techniques and tonight they were seeing a film. As soon as the lights were turned out and the credits came on the screen, Rae closed her eyes. Richard reached over and held her hand, but neither of them could stand to watch as the husband and wife on screen welcomed their infant son.

Later, as they walked out to their cars in the parking lot, Rae looked through her bag and couldn’t find her keys. “Oh, shit,” she said, and she sat down on the curb, disgusted.

Richard sat down next to her. “You don’t really want me to be your labor coach, do you?” he said.

“Sure I do,” Rae said, but she didn’t look at him. She found her keys at the bottom of her bag and nervously swung them in a circle until the jangling made Richard put his hand on hers to stop it.

“Headache,” he explained. “I can tell you’d rather have Lila.”

“Well, she obviously wouldn’t rather do it, so I appreciate the fact that you will.”

“You could go talk to her,” Richard said.

Rae looked over at him.

“She needs somebody and it sure isn’t me,” Richard said.

“I’ve already been to talk to her,” Rae admitted. “She wouldn’t open the door.”

Richard got up and pulled Rae to her feet. It was just getting dark and the rest of the people in their Lamaze class were already on their way home to supper.

“I just want you to know I’m not insulted,” Richard said.

“You’ve got nothing to be insulted about,” Rae told him. But when he looked at her she had to laugh. “All right,” Rae said, “maybe I would rather have another woman there with me.”

But that wasn’t the only reason, and she knew it. She still had the feeling that without Lila there she’d have nothing but bad luck. On her way home she drove past Three Sisters Street; she circled around and drove past again, and when she finally pulled over and parked she was surprised to find that her heart was beating fast.

When no one answered the door right away, Rae considered leaving. She leaned over to the window; with her face pressed against the glass she could see through the house to the kitchen—the back door was ajar. There was already the sound of a siren somewhere close by when Rae walked around to the garden, although the ambulance didn’t arrive until Rae had covered Lila with her sweater and knelt down beside her. She screamed to the attendants when she heard them bang on the front door; they rushed the stretcher to the back of the house and found Rae kneeling over Lila, who was sprawled on the cold patio, unconscious. As the attendants lifted Lila they couldn’t help but notice the gashes in the slate next to her, left by her fingernails when she tried so hard to hold on. And although it grew less noticeable with time, from that day onward the slate was scarred by fine lines, like the marks you find on wrists that never quite heal.

It wasn’t until three days later that Lila was aware of anything, and then it was only a dream. She was in a place where the sunlight was blinding and tropical. The sky itself seemed white, and it took a while before she realized that it wasn’t the sky at all but a thousand snowy egrets. The landscape was flat, and there were enormous trees that dripped moss into a bayou. In the water there were huge flowers, each one larger than the largest sunflower. And even while she was dreaming Lila knew that there was no place on earth where egrets fly straight toward the sun, nowhere where the water in a bayou is turquoise, where tropical flowers are as cold and as white as milk.

It occurred to Lila that she might be dying. She had always thought death would come for her in the form of a man dressed in black silk. He would be waiting in an alley on an icy night, lanterns would burn, and wolves would howl so horribly that the sound would send shivers down the spines of children as they tossed in their sleep. It seemed impossible for the end to happen here, in this tropical place. The only escape was to wake up, and she seemed to be stuck here, in this dream. When she did finally manage to wake up it was agonizingly slow. The bayou dried up and receded by inches, leaving behind a gray tiled floor that seemed to have ripples in it, perhaps because she looked at it through the curtain of an oxygen tent.

Richard had sat at her bedside for three days, waiting for her to die and blaming himself. At the end of the third day he seemed to have shrunk a little—he was wearing the same clothes, but they were all too loose for him now. Rae came to the hospital after work and relieved him so that he could go home and shower and sleep for a few hours on something other than a hardbacked chair. She had been there for nearly two hours when she heard the sound of something moving against the bedsheets—it was Lila, struggling to lift her arm under the weight of the IV. Rae leaned closer to the bed, and as soon as Lila opened her eyes Rae rang the buzzer on the wall.

“Don’t call for the damned doctor,” Lila said, but her voice wouldn’t rise above a whisper and Rae couldn’t hear her through the oxygen tent.

“She’s awake,” Rae called shrilly when the nurse responded through the intercom.

Lila tapped on the oxygen tent with one finger and Rae leaned toward her.

“Didn’t you hear me?” Lila said. “Don’t call the damned doctor.”

“You don’t know how worried we were,” Rae said.

“Nobody has to worry about me,” Lila said, but her voice betrayed her, and when Rae pressed her hand against the plastic tent, Lila didn’t move her hand away.

While Lila was being examined, Rae went out to the hallway of the Intensive Care Unit and telephoned Richard. He was there in less than twenty minutes, and he told Rae it was all right for her to leave. Lila’s doctors cornered him in the hallway. They advised him that even though Lila’s heart attack had been mild, there was always the chance of a second, more brutal attack. Richard nodded when they told him her recovery might be slow; he really tried to listen, but all he wanted was to see her. Although when he finally went into her room he was suddenly shy, a twenty-year-old all over again. He stood near the door, ready to back out into the hallway.

“If you don’t want me here, I’ll understand,” he told Lila. His voice sounded hoarse, even after he’d cleared his throat. “Maybe you don’t want me to be your husband any more.”

For the first time Lila realized that she was in pain. She pushed the oxygen tent away and signaled for him to come closer. Richard stood by the side of the bed.

“I’ve been going crazy,” he said.

While Lila was unconscious Rae had brought her a potted blue hyacinth. In the overheated hospital room its scent was hypnotic—you could almost imagine yourself on the East China Highway during that one week in April when everything suddenly began to bloom.

“They’re going to release you at the end of the week,” Richard said. He still could not look anywhere but the floor. Yesterday he had forgotten to call his father, and when it was midnight in New York Jason Grey had phoned him. As soon as he’d heard his father’s voice he’d started to weep, and ever since then he couldn’t seem to control himself.

“I’m glad my doctor is talking to someone,” Lila said. “He hasn’t told me a thing.”

“I don’t want to lose you,” Richard said.

When neither of them spoke they could hear the/click of the IV as glucose dripped into Lila’s vein. Lila tried to think about her daughter, left alone for days in the dresser drawer, but all she could see was that flat, white landscape of her dreams. It was so lonely there you could die of it, it made you want to turn and throw your arms around whoever it was you loved best.

Richard pulled up a chair and sat close to the bed.

“We can start over,” he said.

Lila shook her head.

“Sure we can,” Richard told her. “Even people who get divorced get back together sometimes, and we never even got divorced.”

“Maybe we should,” Lila said. “Maybe that’s the answer.”

Richard leaned toward her. “Is that what you want?” he asked. “A divorce?”

On the day he picked up that bucket of water he did it so easily, as if it was nothing more than a china cup. She knew she shouldn’t have stood there for as long as she did, she shouldn’t have looked at him twice.

“Why do you keep asking me such stupid questions?” Lila said.

Richard knew that it was now all right for him to lean over and take her hand. “I’ll come and get you Friday,” Richard said. “I’ll close the shop and take you home.”

The pillow under Lila’s head was so soft it made her sleepy. As soon as Richard left she planned to close her eyes, she might even be able to sleep for an hour before they brought her dinner in on a tray. As she fell asleep she’d tell herself that she’d given in because he’d just badger her anyway until she agreed. But she had already begun to count the days until Friday, and really, after all these years together, she just couldn’t imagine going home without him.

In the twenties, when the block was owned by the Three Sisters, pelicans nested on the roof and foxes came to sleep on the veranda at midday. The chaparral in the foothills was thick with manzanitas and wild morning glories. The aqueducts from Owens Valley had been completed, but you could still feel the desert every time you walked out your front door. Everyone was thirsty all the time—you could finish a pitcher of water and still have the urge for more, you just couldn’t get enough to drink.

The Sisters regretted coming to California the instant they stepped off the train. The smell of citrus groves and the hollow clanking of oil riggings just made them more homesick. At night they dreamed of New Jersey and cried in their sleep. One sister had been persuaded to leave her fiance behind, the other two had both passed thirty and they’d assumed they had nothing more to lose. But the odd afternoon light coming in through the windows was enough to frighten them so badly that they lost their voices from two until suppertime. Every day the real-estate boom grew closer to their estate; they could hear cottonwoods and eucalyptus being chopped down, and all night long, workmen hammered out the wood frames of new bungalows. In time the Sisters became fiercely protective of their property and they built an iron fence whose gate had only three keys. But they could never tolerate the luxury of their house, and the fact that the brother who had brought them out to California had designed it only made them more bitter. They fired the gardeners, drained the turquoise-colored cement fountain, sold the pair of screaming peacocks at auction. Most of the furniture was taken away in huge wagons, and the screening room was torn down before they had viewed even one of their brother’s pictures. After a while their brother stopped inviting them to parties at his own house up in the hills. Instead he sent them handwritten notes once a month, and although he received polite replies he soon gave up altogether. In the end the Sisters rarely left the confines of their property.

Except for one. The youngest of the Sisters ran away and was married for a brief time. Years later she returned quite suddenly, and she lived on the estate long after the two older ones had died. Because no one in the family had left a will, the city claimed the estate and sold it off, parcel by parcel. But no developer seemed to want to touch the house itself—it stayed empty and intact until the Long Beach earthquake split the foundation and tumbled the turrets onto a grove of Hawaiian palms. In the neighborhood, people liked to say that the youngest sister had given birth to a child during her time away from the estate, a true heir who would one day return to claim the property. Then they would all have to move out of their houses and the block would once again be planted with eucalyptus and juniper trees and thick old rose bushes imported from New York and France. People actually seemed to look forward to this time when they’d be removed from their houses, either because it seemed so unlikely or because they were so tired of working in their fruitless backyards that they were willing to give it all up just to see somebody succeed.

For the most part people who owned houses on Three Sisters Street had the sense that their homes didn’t really belong to them. Yet since Lila had come back from the hospital she felt more at home than she ever had before. The bungalow seemed simple and clean, and when the afternoon light came in through the windows it was so sharp it took your breath away. It was the nights that were difficult, because at night Lila could tell that she was losing her daughter. It was a case of neglect: she just didn’t have the strength to will her daughter to life. Every night the baby was more transparent and her skin grew colder by the hour, even after she’d been covered with a towel to keep her warm. When it was very late, and everyone in the neighborhood had been asleep for hours, Lila could hear her baby struggling for breath. But there was nothing she could do. Richard wasn’t sleeping on the couch any more, he was right there beside her, and because she was afraid of waking him all Lila could do was bite her lip and listen to her baby’s chest rattling.

She knew that the kindest thing to do would be to let her daughter go. It seemed so simple and rational when she thought about it during the day. But at night she couldn’t bring herself to give the baby up, and sometimes she took a terrible risk—she dragged herself out of bed and went to open the dresser drawer. But each time Lila held the baby the weight in her arms was lighter, and after a while she realized that her daughter could no longer open her eyes.

Richard insisted on treating Lila like an invalid and she didn’t try to stop him. He’d changed his schedule and hired another mechanic so he had to go into the shop only in the afternoons. In the mornings he made certain Lila stayed in bed; he brought her tea and muffins and magazines. Her visions and headaches had never returned and her doctors insisted she was getting stronger, but after lunch, when she was alone in the house, Lila found herself listening to her own heart, waiting for an irregular beat. It was awful to want so much to be alive; it left you with no pride at all. When Rae phoned and said she could arrange to leave work early Lila found herself agreeing and let her come visit, although when Rae got there Lila wouldn’t talk to her—the most she would tolerate was being read to from the L.A. Times. Rae would let herself in the front door with a key Richard had hidden under a terra-cotta flowerpot, then go to the kitchen and get one glass of milk and one glass of lemonade before going into Lila’s room. Richard left a chair for her near the bed, and she kept her feet raised on the edge of the mattress. She usually began by reading the headlines, then the editorial page, the horoscopes, the TV listings for that night. Reading aloud reminded Rae of those nights when her mother would read her recipes listed in French cookery books as they dined on baked beans and hamburgers. Maybe that was why she felt homesick whenever she left Lila’s house, and she looked for excuses to stay. If Lila fell asleep while she was reading, Rae went into the kitchen and finished reading the newspaper, and then, if there were no dishes in the sink to wash, she simply stood by the window and watched the light.

Even when Lila didn’t fall asleep there were times when she didn’t seem to notice Rae was there. But once, as Rae was reading the TV listings, Lila sat up straight and turned to her.

“I may be trapped in bed, but I don’t have to listen to this garbage,” Lila said. “Who in their right mind would read the plot summary of Charlie’s Angels?”

“I think it’s kind of interesting,” Rae said. “The way they can reduce everything to one sentence. It’s in my line of work—if I ever do anything more than file and answer the phone.”

“Anything but TV listings,” Lila said, and Rae felt as though they’d had some sort of breakthrough that afternoon. It was almost as if they’d had a real conversation.

The next day Rae brought a book of baby names instead of the Times.

“I can’t seem to find a name I like,” Rae explained.

“I’m sorry,” Lila said, “this is not an appropriate thing to read to a sick woman.”

But once Rae began, the litany of names was mesmerizing, and when she left off—at girls’ names beginning with M—Lila felt disappointed. All through the weekend Lila looked forward to hearing the rest of the names, but on Tuesday Rae was late. At three thirty Lila actually got out of bed and went to the window to wait for her. For no reason at all she felt slighted, and as soon as she saw Rae’s car pull up she got back into bed. When Rae came in with the tray of lemonade and milk, Lila pretended to be sleeping. Rae waited till four thirty, but Lila still refused to open her eyes, she closed them so tightly they hurt.

That night Rae began to have strange little spasms and her womb tightened until it was hard as a rock. Suddenly the birth of her baby seemed much too near, and by the time she called her doctor’s service she was so hysterical that she lost her voice and had to croak out what her symptoms were. Her doctor insisted it was nothing for her to get alarmed about, only Braxton Hicks contractions—false labor. Still, the contractions changed something—it was no longer possible to imagine that this pregnancy would go on forever. She was really going to have this baby.

After that Rae couldn’t concentrate on anything. At work she filed contracts into the wrong folders and disconnected everyone who tried to reach Freddy. One afternoon Freddy invited her along to a screening of a Canadian film—in it a woman named Eugenie was widowed after following her husband to a place that was so far north the snow was twelve feet deep; she fought off wolves with a shotgun, and loneliness with strong Indian tea. As she watched Rae was reminded of her own mother, Carolyn, and by the time the picture was over she was in tears.

“Give me a break,” Freddy said when the lights came back on.

“Seriously?” Rae said as she wiped her eyes with the cuffs of her blouse. “You’re not going to distribute it?”

“This is a picture for Canadians,” Freddy told her. “In Toronto they think sitting around and waiting for spring is exciting.”

Maybe it was because business was so bad, or because Rae felt the sort of daring that comes when you think you’re about to lose your job anyway—Freddy had certainly never promised her a job to come back to after the baby was born—but when Rae went back up to the office she forged Freddy’s signature and bought rights to Eugenie. When she drove to Three Sisters Street after work Rae was still flushed with the excitement of having done something rash. Not even Lila’s flat-out refusal to let her read aloud from the book of names could dampen her spirits. But it didn’t last long—on the way home Rae stopped at the Chinese take-out place, and while she waited for her order she had an overwhelming sense of disappointment. The only man she had ever loved would never be true, the labor coach she wanted wouldn’t even discuss names for the baby, and the coach she had was so distracted he hadn’t even talked to her in a week, he just left her notes taped to the refrigerator: She’s in a good mood today or Watch out—she woke up on the wrong side of bed for sure. When she got back into the car the smell of eggrolls on the seat beside her made her feel queasy and even more distraught. Parking the Oldsmobile, all she could think about was the fact that her own mother was three thousand miles away, and she backed into a Mustang and had to leave a note wedged in behind one of the windshield wipers with the name of her insurance company.

She was still making a list of everything that had gone wrong since last summer as she crossed the courtyard, but halfway to her apartment she stopped cold. Just ahead of her, standing in the shadows, was the wild black Labrador she had seen in the courtyard before, just after the heat wave. Rae knew that the one thing she should not do was run. She stood there and held the brown paper bag of Chinese food to her chest. The air seemed cold, not like April at all, and even from this distance she could hear the dog growl. Anyone could see it was underfed; when it began to walk toward her, Rae could count its ribs.

“Good dog,” Rae said.

Jessup had told her once that dogs always brought down deer by attacking their delicate legs. They had been driving along the Skyline Drive, to see the changing leaves, when they sighted a pack of dogs, running through the woods, after prey. Rae had been surprised that Jessup knew anything about deer, she’d doubted him until they heard the dogs yapping wildly, and then she’d begged him to step on the gas and get them out of there, fast.

This dog’s tail was up, and she knew that wasn’t a good sign. She could feel something sour in her mouth, and she wondered how a pregnant person could possibly be given rabies shots. Inside her the baby moved; when it turned on its side like that it was almost as if there was a wave trapped within her.

“I’m going to keep walking,” Rae said to the dog. It was close enough so that she could feel the heat of its body. “I want you to stay,” she told it.

Her legs were shaking, and maybe that was why it seemed to take such a long time to get to the front door. As soon as she heard the lock click she pushed the door open and ran inside. She stood there with her back to the door, shivering. Then she put the bag of Chinese food down on the bed and went to the kitchen window. The dog was still out there, in the exact place where she’d told it to stay. It looked around, confused; if it had come down from the canyons during the heat wave last summer it had spent the last months hiding, coming out at night to turn over garbage cans and search for water in birdbaths and gutters. But someone had once trained this dog well and it was compelled to obey Rae’s command. It might have stood out in the courtyard all night if Rae hadn’t filled a plate with fried rice and eggrolls and opened the door to call to it.

It was a female, and not quite as vicious as it had first seemed. It watched Rae, puzzled, but when she closed the front door, it ran to the food and devoured it. Rae sat in the easy chair and ate the rest of the food out of the containers; later, when she went into the kitchen to boil water for tea, she looked out the window and saw that the dog was still out there, curled up on her doorstep. That night, Rae took her embroidery into bed with her and she used a cross-stitch and red thread to make a border of hearts along the hem of a baby blanket. Through the locked front door she could hear the dog breathe in its sleep, long easy intakes of air that sounded like sighs. It was amazing how the sound of another creature’s breathing could get into your dreams and bind you together. In the morning Rae set a bowl of milk outside her front door, and after a little while she found the courage to reach down and pat the stray dog as it drank.

The next morning she took the dog in for a rabies vaccination and bought it a collar and leash. She walked the dog three times a day. Her doctor agreed that it was good exercise, but she also suggested that it was time to start taking it easy, maybe time to stop working.

When Rae went to visit Lila, the dog climbed into the car and insisted on going with her. She left it tied to the garage door. Lila was crankier than usual, and after a while Rae gave up trying to read to her. At a quarter to five Rae went into the kitchen; she washed out some cups and cleaned the counter with a paper towel. When Lila heard the front door open she thought Rae had left, and she sat up in bed, frightened at being alone. But Rae had only gone out with a bowl of cold water for the dog. She came back and rinsed out the bowl, then stood in the doorway to Lila’s room.

“Didn’t you leave yet?” Lila said.

“Not yet,” Rae said. “But I guess I won’t be coming back any more.”

Lila reached for the remote control and snapped on the TV.

“My doctor wants me to take it easy,” Rae said. “It makes me wonder if there’s something wrong with my baby,” she blurted.

“Of course there isn’t,” Lila said. “They tell everybody to relax in the last weeks.”

“Yeah,” Rae said, unconvinced.

Outside the dog looked mournfully at the front door and then began to bark.

“Sounds like a big dog you’ve got,” Lila said. She just couldn’t bring herself to look at Rae.

“I’m scared,” Rae said.

Even if Lila had tried there was no way for her to tell Rae just how much agony giving birth would be or how, in an instant, the pain would be so forgotten that it wouldn’t even be like a dream, but more like a dream someone else had had. It was easier, of course, when you had someone there beside you to remind you how quickly it would all be over, how much you stood to gain: one child who reached out for you even before it opened its eyes.

Rae stood where she was in the doorway, and Lila knew that if she took one more step it would be impossible to turn her away. She wouldn’t even want to. Rae held her car keys in her hand; the metal bit into her fingers until she couldn’t stand it. Then she let go. She walked over to the bed, and together she and Lila listened to the dog outside, tied to the garage door, barking.

“I’m really, really scared,” Rae whispered.

Lila leaned over and touched her hand. “Don’t be scared,” she said.

Each day Lila was able to get out of bed for a little while longer. Richard went back to work full time, and the doctors told Lila that her recovery was complete. But she still felt unsteady, as though bedrest had softened her bones. And she still couldn’t bring herself to open the dresser drawer—it had been shut tight for nine days in a row—although sometimes she heard a rustling sound among her nightgowns.

Early one afternoon, when Lila went into the kitchen to make herself some tea, she looked out the window and noticed that all the birds in the yard had suddenly taken flight. For a moment the sky was filled with birds, and feathers fell to the ground in backyards and vacant lots all over Hollywood. When the birds disappeared the sky was still and gray. Everything was much too silent; Lila could hear a lemon as it fell from the tree and rolled across the patio.

Richard hadn’t bothered to replace the teapot Lila had burnt when she first got back from New York, so she filled a saucepan and set it on the stove. As soon as Lila lit the flame the water in the pan appeared to be boiling. The water bubbled and swirled in a circle, first to the left, then to the right. Without thinking, Lila stuck her finger into the water to test it, and she would have been much less shocked to have burnt herself than she was when she discovered that the water was ice cold. It was then Lila knew that this was an earthquake. Tremors had begun to move up through the earth, through the foundation and the linoleum floor right through her bones. Lila held on to the countertop as the kitchen floor shifted. Dishes rolled out of cabinets, spices fell from their rack, glasses in the sink broke without being touched. A hot wind blew in through the open window, scorching the curtains, burning Lila’s face. The lemon tree in the yard fell over, but it wasn’t until it hit the ground that Lila realized the wrenching sound she had heard a moment earlier hadn’t been thunder but roots being torn from the ground.

Richard was in a panic to get home; he left his mechanics to sweep up the broken glass, got into his car, and took off, leaving a hot trail of rubber behind him. It should have taken fifteen minutes to get home, but it was over an hour—the roads were jammed with traffic, and all over the freeways and side streets there were hundreds of frogs no one had even known existed until now when they fled from sewers and aqueducts. Richard pulled into the driveway so fast that he missed the asphalt and the tires tore up the lawn. He looked for her first in the bedroom. The mattress was tilted off the bed and the lamps had overturned and fallen to the floor. The house was so silent that Richard could hear his own pulse. He found that he could still feel some of the same fears he’d had as a boy, when the woods just behind the house seemed too dangerous and dark. As he looked into the empty bedroom, Richard had a sudden longing for his father. It seemed that everything he had ever done he’d done with his father in mind—not the old man back in East China, whose health and unpaid bills he worried about, but the man who’d seemed taller than everyone else. It was possible, Richard knew, to be away from home too long, to forget all the things you once knew by heart. He didn’t want just his father, he wanted the boy he used to be, someone who could be comforted by the sound of his parents talking in the next room, someone who refused to come into the house for supper until after dusk because that was the hour when deer mysteriously appeared in the driveway.

He found Lila in the kitchen, and he felt as if he had never needed her quite as much. She was staring at her wind-burned hands, puzzled, and as soon as she saw him she lifted up her hands so that she seemed to be asking for help. Richard led her back to bed, then got some vinegar to cool off her burns.

“It’s a good thing you weren’t in bed,” Richard said. “You would have wound up on the floor.”

He got a handkerchief and Lila watched him fold it into quarters and pour out some vinegar. When he dabbed her skin the vinegar was so cool that she shuddered.

“I think I’d better start by cleaning up the kitchen,” Richard said. He recapped the vinegar bottle and started to go, but Lila put her hand on his arm and stopped him. When he got into bed beside her Lila knew that it was possible to love two people best, and when he put his arms around her both of them could imagine that they were in the bedroom of his parents’ house in East China, and that it was the time when orange lilies bloomed right outside the kitchen door, and without even trying to, they both fell in love all over again.

Later they learned that Los Angeles had felt only the outside circle of the earthquake. Its center was miles away, in the desert, and there the tremors were so strong they could lift a trailer right into the air and leave it lying on its side.

Rae was at work when the earthquake struck and immediately she thought: Jessup. It was her last day at the office, and Freddy had called her in after lunch. Rae assumed she was about to be fired. At least, she’d thought, he’d had the decency to wait long enough so that her hospital bills would be covered by the health insurance.

“Guess what?” Freddy said after she sat down on the couch and put up her feet on the coffee table. “Six theaters want to show something called Eugenie—which they tell me I own.”

“Really?” Rae said innocently.

“I trusted you,” Freddy said.

“I swear to God I don’t know what made me do it,” Rae told him.

She’d been so preoccupied, taking the dog for walks three times a day, getting the apartment ready, talking to Lila every morning on the phone for an hour, that she’d nearly forgotten she’d forged his name.

“It won best picture in Germany,” Freddy told her.

“Eugenie?” Rae said.

“Lucky for you,” Freddy said. “If luck’s what it was.”

Rae had to ask him to repeat himself when he told her he wanted her to come back after the baby, not as his secretary but as his assistant.

“Are you trying to squeeze more money out of me?” Freddy said.

“I’m not sure I heard you right,” Rae said. “What did you say?”

“All right!” Freddy said. “You’ll get a raise, but it won’t be much at first.”

He reached for a bottle of wine to celebrate with and was opening it when the tremors began. The steel girders in the building began to vibrate, the file cabinets all tilted to the right. Rae sat up straight: she imagined Jessup trapped in the trailer, pinned underneath furniture that couldn’t be moved. Freddy held the wine bottle in the air and tried to dodge the spray of rose. Afterward, they stared at each other.

“Did that just happen?” Freddy said.

They left the building together, by the rear stairway, and then, along with nearly everyone else in the city, they went home to see how much damage had been done. Rae could hear the dog howling inside her apartment as soon as she got out of her car, but when she unlocked her front door the dog was nowhere in sight. A framed print had fallen off the wall, and the glass had shattered and left shards in the bed; the blue-and-white dishes they had bought in Maryland had fallen out of the cupboards and cracked. Rae looked under the bed and in the front closet; she could still hear the howling, as if the sound had been trapped in the walls. The dog was in the bathroom, huddled in the tub. A long time ago, when they had lived in Florida, Rae had bought glass canisters of bath salts that had been so expensive she’d never been able to bring herself to use them. Now the bath salts were spilled in the tub, and the dog had left pawprints in the orange and blue crystals. Rae grabbed hold of the dog’s new collar and helped it out of the tub. It sat obediently on the tiled floor, still shivering, as she toweled off the bath salts that clung to its fur. She had always begged Carolyn for a dog, but after lengthy discussions with Rae’s father, the decision had always been no. It wasn’t that Carolyn didn’t like dogs, she did; on Saturday afternoons she and Rae often drove out to kennels in Concord to look at litters of golden retrievers and spaniels. But Rae and Carolyn both knew that in their house a dog was out of the question. One argument over fleas or chewed-up shoes would be enough to disrupt a peace as fragile as theirs.

Two weeks after they ran away to Maryland, Rae went out and got a puppy, but it turned out that Jessup hated dogs. They were all right if they served a purpose—a guard dog or a sheepdog was fine—but spending his paycheck to keep a poodle in dog chow was out of the question. It wasn’t a poodle, just a mixed breed, but Rae didn’t bother to correct Jessup. She stood out on the curb as he lifted the puppy into the back seat of the Oldsmobile, and while Jessup drove back out to the animal shelter, Rae threw out the plastic water dish and the five-pound bag of dog food she had bought that morning.

Now she was the one who wasn’t so sure she wanted the responsibility of a dog, even one that was used to no attention at all. When the phone rang, Rae told the dog to stay in the bathroom, and she ran to answer, hoping that it was Jessup calling to tell her he was all right. But it was only Richard, checking up on her—Lila had told him that a change in the atmosphere could bring on an early labor. Rae assured him that she was fine. But all over the city things had started to go wrong. Everyone said it was the earthquake; it disrupted atoms in the air, bringing out the worst you had hidden inside. The newspapers were already reporting several knife fights—each time a suspect was picked up and questioned about how the fight had begun he always looked sheepish and didn’t seem to know. The supermarket where Rae shopped was held up at gunpoint, and in a parking lot behind the drugstore a young girl was beaten and left unconscious just beyond the spot where the asphalt had buckled. There was still a trace of that hot wind, and everyone had the jitters—when you drank a glass of cold water you were likely to spill it.

Rae didn’t bother to clean up the apartment, she sat on the bed, hoping that Jessup would phone. The phone did ring late in the evening, but it wasn’t Jessup, it was Hal, phoning from the interstate on his way back to Montana. They had lost everything. Hal had been out in the barn, Jessup inside the trailer, taking a nap. Earthquake weather had just sort of sneaked up on everyone, even the buzzards and the hawks were taken by surprise and some of them were tossed nearly half a mile from their nests. The bunkbed had overturned on top of Jessup, and after he’d gotten out from under it, he’d kicked down the door to the trailer and climbed outside. Hal watched from the doorway of the barn as Jessup ran toward the corral, but it was too late. Anyone could have told him that. They’d never rebuilt it, and the wooden fence had split in two. Horses ran through the opening, the herd so close together it seemed like one animal. As the earth shifted, the sand moved like water, the wind was getting hotter all the time, and you could hear wind chimes in the distance, rattling like mad. Jessup had run over to the corral so fast that he had to bend over, low to the ground, just to catch his breath. By the time he stood back up, the horses were running toward the mountains, a trail of sand rising up behind them like a white wall.

Hal and Jessup had just stood there for a while, then Hal had gone into the trailer to see what he could salvage. As he picked through the mess Hal heard the engine of the pickup start, and when he came out, holding an armful of laundry, he saw Jessup driving away from the ranch at top speed. Hal filled the trunk of his car with everything he owned that hadn’t been broken or ruined; then he drove into town. He’d managed to talk the sheriff into letting him go up in one of the helicopters searching for missing livestock.

From the air they could see cracks in the earth, and to Hal it seemed that those cracks were already filling with sand. In no time it would seem as if the earthquake had never even happened. There were a few cows and sheep up in the mountains, stumbling along the unfamiliar territory, and Hal found himself wondering if their horses had ever existed, that’s how absolute their disappearance was, not one hoofprint, not one hair from a tail or a mane. There was no chance that the state emergency fund would reimburse them for the lost horses. Jessup had had his own ideas about tax evasion, so they’d listed their stock with the authorities as six horses rather than thirty. Hal was heading back home, and if he ever found anyone stupid enough to buy the land, he’d send Rae a check for half.

“And the thing that really gets me about Jessup,” Hal told her, “is that he didn’t see me standing behind him. He didn’t even stop to find out whether or not I’d broken my neck. He just took off.”

After she hung up the phone, Rae cleaned up the worst of the mess in the apartment. She had forgotten about dinner, so now she opened up two cans of tuna—one for herself, the other for the dog. She called to the dog sharply, but when it came into the kitchen she patted its head, and they ate dinner together and then went for a walk around the block. Outside you could hear buzz saws all over the city as road crews began to remove the fallen trees and telephone poles. In the distance there was the sound of sirens, and once the dog startled Rae by throwing back its head and howling along with an ambulance. They walked around the block slowly; the air turned foggy and thick now that the hot wind from the earthquake had settled down; the ground was steaming.

When they got back to the courtyard the dog turned toward the street and barked, and Rae looked behind her. For a moment she thought she saw a pickup truck, parked near the entrance to the apartment complex. The fog had grown so thick that Rae couldn’t see any farther than the forgotten strand of Christmas lights stretched across the dark courtyard; tonight they were as disconcerting as fallen stars. The dog headed to the apartment, and Rae followed. Once they were inside, she double-locked the door.

The earth had already begun to settle, but that night everyone moved with caution getting into bed, as if anything might happen while you slept. The dog lay down beside the bed; it was so quiet that twice Rae reached down and touched its head, just to make certain she wasn’t alone. She felt more a captive of her own body than ever—she longed to sleep on her stomach, her ribs and back ached. In the dark she could hear her own pulse, and it seemed too loud and too fast. Her pregnancy felt like a bottomless pool, and now that she had jumped and the water was almost over her head, she could not imagine why she had ever made this leap. Even though she now knew that Lila would be there with her in the labor room if she wanted her, something was missing. It wasn’t just that Jessup had disappeared, it was the feeling that she was having this baby without having had any past of her own. Who would send presents, who would look for photographs of her as an infant so that she could compare and see if the baby took after her?

As she fell asleep Rae found herself trying to imagine Carolyn on the day of her own birth. She knew only this: It had taken two days for her to be born. For two days her father had sat in the waiting room, he had shaved in the visitor’s washroom and ordered sandwiches delivered from a deli down the street. Down the hall, Carolyn had to be strapped into her bed. At the very end, when she couldn’t stand it any more, they gave her Demerol, but it didn’t last long enough, and when it wore off she begged them for more. For an hour they left her there, strapped to the bed, and when it came time for the baby to be delivered they told her about something called twilight sleep and then hooked an IV to her arm. After that the pain grew worse, too enormous to respond to, but she wasn’t really there. She could hear herself screaming, yet she was detached, and although the nurse swore they had shown her the baby the moment she was born, Carolyn couldn’t remember a thing about it, and when she was given her daughter to hold she held on tight, for fear it might be discovered that she hadn’t really had a baby at all.

That night Rae had no dreams, as if she’d been given twilight sleep herself, and when she woke in the morning she realized that she’d been crying in her sleep. She had a cup of tea, then gave the dog two of the Pet Tabs she’d gotten at the vet. When they went out for a walk the air seemed back to normal, the flawless blue air of April. The dog carefully kept pace alongside Rae, but the one habit Rae hadn’t been able to break it of was chasing birds, and it took off, behind some bushes, after a pair of jays. Rae clapped her hands and whistled, and as she waited for the dog to grow tired and trot back down the sidewalk she decided that she wasn’t quite as prepared for the baby as she’d thought. The nightgowns and crib sheets were laundered twice and carefully folded, the hats threaded with ribbons were stacked in a neat pile, the medicine chest was stocked with Vaseline and cotton and rubbing alcohol. But there was still one more thing she needed, and she clipped the dog’s leash on so that it wouldn’t run off again, and went right back to her apartment. She got her car keys and her pocketbook, and then she went out and spent the rest of the day shopping for a pair of red shoes.

By the time Rae was ten days overdue, Richard and Lila had played a hundred games of gin rummy. They played at the kitchen table and they kept score. There was anticipation in everything they did, and each morning when Rae phoned to tell them still nothing had happened, they looked at each other and sighed. At night they both heard Rae’s relaxation tape in their dreams—the sound of wind chimes, two flutes playing scales. Richard had taught Lila all of the breathing techniques, and he didn’t hide his great relief that both of them would be there in the labor room with Rae. But secretly Lila wasn’t certain that she’d go through with it.

Richard had decided to take care of the earthquake damage himself; instead of calling the tree service Lila had found in the phone book, he borrowed a saw from their next-door neighbor and began to cut the lemon tree into logs. He had already collected all the lemons from the ground, and each day Lila made a fresh pitcher of lemonade. When there were only three lemons left, Lila made one last pitcherful, and as she stirred in a cup of sugar she suddenly realized that if they had had a child together it would have been long gone, to a separate life, to a family of its own, and it would have been just the two of them in this house anyway. When she took Richard a glass of lemonade he switched off the buzz saw and drank the whole glass without pausing. All around them the air smelled sweet; if they saved the logs and rationed them carefully in the small fireplace in the living room they might be able to capture the scent of lemons all that next winter. They could hold hands in the dark and watch the wood burn from November to March, and each time it rained it would seem like April in their house.

Richard bent down and put his empty glass alongside the tree stump. When he stood up his back cracked. He couldn’t use the saw for more than an hour without feeling it that night, and the job was taking him days longer than he’d planned.

“Maybe I should have hired a kid to do this,” he said now. “Maybe it was a mistake not to call a service that would come and dynamite the stump.” He surveyed his work and looked puzzled; the more logs he cut, the more wood there seemed to be still left to cut. “I should have been able to cut this all in one day,” Richard said.

He seemed so fragile that Lila put her arms around him, and she stayed out there with him, sitting in the sun while he cut more wood. She thought of Hannie, who had been married less than a year when her husband had gone off with the other men in the village to buy grain, and had then disappeared. A sudden autumn storm had trapped the men in the woods; at night the people in the village could hear wolves howling, but there was nothing they could do. Later, four of the men were found in the woods, buried under new drifts of snow. All of the sixteen women who had become widows mourned their husbands together, but as she sat on a wooden crate in the ashes with the line of other women, Hannie had felt nothing at all—she was already pregnant but she barely knew her husband, she couldn’t even remember what his favorite meal had been.

When Lila looked at Richard, she remembered everything about him. The way the bed creaked when he sat down and pulled off his shoes, the smell of blueberry pancakes, his favorite breakfast, on Sunday mornings. When she looked at him carefully she could see the boy he used to be, right there beneath his skin, and she had the urge to kiss him. Soon Richard finished cutting logs, and he came to sit next to her in a wrought-iron chair. Lila felt herself grow excited. When he looked at her that way she knew he was seeing her for who she really was.

That night they went to bed early, and they took off their clothes under the covers and laughed the way they used to when it was freezing cold in their bedroom in East China. When they made love they felt each other’s bodies, but they also could feel the way they used to be, and the delight of knowing somebody so well was so staggering it made them weep and hold each other tight all night long.

On the morning when Rae was eleven days past her due date, Lila woke up with a lump in her throat. All that night she had dreamed of Hannie, and now she remembered the reason Hannie had come to New York in the first place: she had lost her son in the war. It had been the worst winter anyone could remember; the ice was thick enough to swallow you alive. Thousands had been left homeless and they wandered from village to village, stealing from root cellars and begging for food. When the mayor came to tell Hannie that her son had been killed, she couldn’t contain her grief, her screams could be heard all over the village, and mothers held their hands over their children’s ears. Hannie’s son had been a soldier, but to her he was still a boy. Her neighbors built up the fire in her stove, but once they had gone out to bring her some soup, Hannie locked her door and wouldn’t let them back in. She sat there by the stove, with a blanket around her, and as the night grew later, her grief grew as well. When her neighbors pounded on her door, Hannie ignored them. What good were they to her—they couldn’t tell her what she wanted to know. She was obsessed with finding out the way her son died—if he had been in pain, if the end had been quick, if he had called out for her as he lay dying. After a while she convinced herself that he had—he had wanted his mother, and no one had come to him.

There was a storm that night, and the wind was fierce. Every now and then, Hannie heard a pounding on her door, but she didn’t move to answer it. Her despair was blinding, it did away with time. When she called out to her son, she swore she could hear his childish voice answer and call her Mama. Finally, she fell asleep, and as she slept the drifts outside grew higher and the fire in the stove went out and a trail of smoke floated between the ceiling and the floor. When she woke up, Hannie opened the window and waved the smoke outside. Then she went to the door. It was jammed, and she had to push harder and harder. At last it fell away. The sunlight was so harsh that Hannie held one arm over her eyes to shield them, but of course she could see what had been against her door, and her blood drained away. It was a boy of ten, one of the many homeless, and he’d been frozen to the ground, his hands still reaching for the door. It had been his voice she’d heard all night, he’d been the one crying for his mother, and no one had come to him, no one had lifted him out of the ice to carry him home.

Hannie left her village the very next day, and during the two years it took her to reach New York, she decided to concentrate on the future. That’s when she began to read tea leaves, at first for no money, and later for only a token.

When Lila had heard Hannie’s story, she had not known how to react. It was too awful, condolences could never be enough. But Hannie had seemed so detached it was almost as if she had been telling a story about someone else. Hannie called for the waitress and ordered toast and jam, although when her order came she only spread butter on her bread very thinly, with the brittle motions of someone who knows she can’t explain her grief any more than she can describe the moment when she knows she has held on to her grief for too long.

Lila knew that it was sometimes quite impossible to account for some very simple things: how your life can go on after you’ve lost your child, how the clear blue sky of an early morning can move you to tears, how a woman can stand by her own kitchen window and watch her husband go out to gather wood and not want anything more than that one moment—that instant when the man she loves sees her watching through the curtains, and turns to wave.

On the twelfth day after her due date Rae began to have chaotic cramps that came and went and a feeling that wire was being pulled taut all the way around, from her belly to her backbone. She drank herbal tea and read magazines. There was no point in alerting Richard and Lila because Rae thought it might be nothing more than back strain, something gone wrong with her spine. But the cramps grew stronger, and when they began to come at five-minute intervals Rae knew they were contractions. She phoned her doctor. She was ready to leave for the hospital then and there, but her doctor told her to call back when the contractions were two minutes apart.

Late in the day, when nothing had changed, Rae grew calmer. She got out the mop and washed the kitchen floor, then took the dog out and watched it chase birds in the courtyard. She did all this between contractions, which had begun to feel familiar, separate from childbirth, some flaw in her body she’d have to learn to live with. Then they changed. They were still coming five minutes apart, but they were hot, as if someone pressed a burning bar of iron into her flesh at regular intervals. She took a cold shower and let the water beat against her spine. But she was still so hot that she opened every window in the apartment, and as she leaned out the kitchen window, to gulp down some cool evening air, she saw that a pickup truck was parked at the curb.

Rae threw on a dress, then held the dog back by its collar until she could run out the door. All week she’d felt Jessup had been there, late at night, at hours when Rae didn’t go out. Now she’d caught him. He was sitting behind the wheel, eating his dinner out of a McDonald’s bag when Rae pounded on the passenger window. Jessup looked at her through the glass; he held his hamburger in the air and for a moment he seemed to be considering turning the key in the ignition and stepping on the gas as hard as he could. Rae knocked on the window again, and after he’d looked at her a little longer, Jessup leaned over and rolled it down. Rae held on to the base of the window and lifted herself up to get a better look.

“I knew you were sneaking around here,” she said triumphantly.

“I’m not sneaking anywhere,” Jessup said. “I just don’t happen to have an address right now. That’s all.”

“So you’ve just been parking here,” Rae said.

“That’s right,” Jessup told her.

“You just happened to pick my street out of all the streets in Southern California? How dare you park here and eat a goddamned hamburger? How dare you think you can do this to me?”

“All right!” Jessup said. “I happen to think I have a right to see my kid.”

“Oh, really,” Rae said.

“Are you going to let me see him or not?” Jessup said.

Rae was holding on to the edge of the window; she pulled herself up and held on tighter as she felt a contraction begin. For seven nights Jessup had been watching the apartment, but because he didn’t want to be found out, he never saw more than what might happen in any apartment after midnight: a light switched on, a window opened, a shade lowered. Now, all he saw was Rae’s face, her fingers, her narrow shoulders.

“It was a boy, wasn’t it?” Jessup said.

She stepped away from the truck and let him see how huge she was. “It hasn’t been born yet, but when it is I’ll send you a telegram.” She began to walk away. “If you have an address by then,” she called over her shoulder.

When she heard the door of the truck open and slam shut, Rae began to walk faster. She could feel that this contraction was different; the wire around her was so hot and tight it was impossible to move.

“I want to talk to you,” Jessup called.

Rae tried to keep walking but couldn’t. She inhaled slowly and counted to five, then exhaled and counted again. By the time Jessup had run across the courtyard, she was doubled over.

“Are you okay?” Jessup said.

Rae took his hand and placed it on her belly so that he could feel the contraction.

“Jesus Christ,” Jessup said, withdrawing his hand. “Rae.”

Jessup leaned toward her so she could support herself on his arm until the contraction was over. Afterward, he tried to follow Rae into the apartment, but the dog stood in the doorway, barking.

“Get this dog away from me,” Jessup said.

Rae looked through the drawer in the night table for an old watch with a second hand. Jessup tried to push the dog back with his foot, but each time he did its barks were worse than before.

“I’m going to have to kick the shit out of you,” Jessup told the dog.

“Stop it!” Rae said.

Jessup and the dog looked over at her.

“I thought you were supposed to have already had this baby,” Jessup said.

Rae went to the doorway and held the dog by its collar. She could feel the vibration of a growl low in its throat.

“That just shows how little you know,” Rae said.

It wasn’t just the dog’s growl she was feeling, she could feel vibrations in the air.

“I need something to drink,” Rae said. “Herbal tea.”

Jessup looked at her confused. “You want me to make you tea?”

“I think you could manage it,” Rae said. “They’ve trained chimpanzees to make tea—all you have to do is fill the kettle and turn on the burner.”

Jessup went into the kitchen, and Rae could hear him rummaging through everything, making a mess.

“Mint,” she called. “In the first cabinet.”

After she sat down in the easy chair Rae realized she was still holding on to the dog’s collar. The metal felt cool, like the chain-link fence that marked off Rae’s parents’ house from the next-door neighbors’. When Jessup came in with the tea, Rae waved him away. It had been a little more than two minutes between contractions, and this last one had gone on for nearly a minute. The blood had drained from Jessup’s face, and all you had to do was look at him to see how scared he was.

“Let’s go,” Jessup said. “I’m taking you to the hospital.”

“I have to time the next one,” Rae said. She still couldn’t let go of the dog. “I don’t want to get to the hospital and have to turn around and come back home.”

Jessup took the wristwatch and sat on the edge of the bed, facing Rae.

“You really have nerve,” Rae said. “What makes you think I want you here?”

She could feel the next one beginning, low in her back, spreading out in a circle.

“Is it starting?” Jessup said. “Should I time it?”

Rae nodded and began to breathe deeply. She kept her eyes focused on the center of Jessup’s forehead. As the contraction subsided she thought of how Jessup couldn’t wait to be born, how they’d had to stop the elevator and deliver him right there. After twelve days of hesitation, Rae’s baby suddenly seemed to take after its father. She could feel its urgency inside her, and she knew that the time had come. She let go of the dog’s collar, and when the dog whined and rested its head on her knee, she gently pushed it away. And then Rae felt a pop, like the sensation you feel in your ears when a jet suddenly drops and the pressure changes.

“Something’s happening,” Rae whispered.

Jessup ran over to her, but before he could reach Rae her water broke. Her dress was drenched, and beneath the easy chair there was a pool of liquid.

“Oh, Jesus,” Jessup said.

He knelt down beside her, stricken. It took Rae a moment to realize that he hadn’t the faintest idea of what had just happened. As far as Jessup could tell she was dying, first water, then blood, then her bones might begin to dissolve.

In spite of herself, Rae smiled. “Don’t be an idiot,” she said. “This is supposed to happen. Get me a towel and the blue dress in the closet.”

When she stood up to phone her doctor she was still dripping, amazed by how much fluid had actually been inside her. She left a message for her doctor that she would meet her at the hospital, then changed her dress.

“I want you to listen to me,” Jessup said, but Rae couldn’t. She held her hand up in the air to silence him and Jessup began to time her contraction. This time Rae imagined the moment when the horses escaped from the corral. The sound of their hoofbeats on the flat sand was deafening, the sand rose up like a twister, burning the horses’ eyes, making them wilder and a hundred times more desperate to escape.

“That one lasted for a minute and a half,” Jessup said.

Rae went into the kitchen and put out fresh water and dog food.

“Are you crazy?” Jessup said. He pulled his keys out of his pocket. “Let’s go,” he said.

“If you really want to help me you can take care of the dog.”

“Shit,” Jessup said under his breath.

“She needs to be walked three times a day.”

The dog was lying near the bed, nose buried in its paws. It watched Rae carefully, following every move she made with its eyes. Jessup glared over at it.

“All right,” he said. “All right, all right.”

But just to make sure the dog wouldn’t be locked up indefinitely if Jessup didn’t live up to his word, Rae left the kitchen window open. That way the dog could escape if it wanted to: all it had to do was climb up on a kitchen chair and leap over the window ledge. The drop was only a few feet, and under the bamboo there were soft weeds and grass.

When the next contraction came, Rae leaned up against the refrigerator and rocked back and forth. All of a sudden she wanted Lila, she nearly got lost in between the waves of the contraction.

“We’re leaving right now,” Jessup said as soon as it was over.

Rae went to the telephone, but before she could dial, Jessup took the receiver out of her hands.

“Don’t start up with me now,” Rae warned him. “I swear to God I’m dangerous.”

She grabbed at the phone, but Jessup wouldn’t let go.

“I have to call my labor coaches,” Rae yelled.

“Let me go with you,” Jessup said.

They both held on to the receiver and stared at each other.

“Please,” Jessup said.

She thought then of the one time she had gone to the apartment where Jessup had grown up. It was before she moved out to Newton; she’d been hanging around the front door of his building, hoping to see him, when his mother came home from work, carrying some groceries.

“I know you,” she said to Rae, and she’d insisted Rae come up to the apartment. Inside, the hallways were dark, and they had to walk up four flights of stairs. The apartment itself was tiny, Jessup slept on a fold-out couch in the living room. Jessup’s mother had sat Rae down at the kitchen table and made her a glass of chocolate milk. She was apologetic about everything—the lack of heat, the fact that she came home from work after six and didn’t know where her son was—as if Rae were another adult, someone she had to impress.

“I’m so glad that Jessup has friends,” his mother confided, and for a moment Rae didn’t understand. Jessup never had any friends. Then it dawned on Rae that his mother meant her.

Jessup’s mother put the groceries away, then slipped off her shoes and got herself a cup of coffee.

“He’s told me all about you,” she told Rae. “The girl with the red hair.”

Rae was too shocked to speak; she gulped her chocolate milk as she listened to the details of his birth. When, at seven, Jessup still hadn’t arrived, Rae told his mother that she had to go home. Jessup’s mother walked her to the door, and as though by agreement they stopped to look at the couch that folded out to become Jessup’s bed.

“He started walking when he was nine months old,” Jessup’s mother said proudly.

Rae’s throat had begun to hurt. She knew that if Jessup found out she’d been there, he’d never be able to face her again.

“I meant to surprise him,” she told his mother. “So maybe we’d better not tell him I was here.”

Jessup’s mother looked at Rae for a moment before she understood. “It will be our secret,” she said, and Rae knew that she was talking about more than just this one visit.

“I know I’ve made some mistakes,” Jessup was saying to her now.

“Several,” Rae agreed.

“I know it,” Jessup said. “I wanted things. I’m not going to lie to you—I still want them.”

Rae held her hand in the air so that he would stop talking. This time her contraction lasted for nearly as long as the space between it and the last one.

“Are you all right?” Jessup asked when it was over.

Rae nodded and blew out air. She had expected it to hurt, but she’d never expected this.

“I want to tell you something, so you’ll understand,” Jessup said. “I always thought you’d leave me.”

“This isn’t fair,” Rae said.

“I know,” Jessup said.

He put his arms around her when the next contraction came, and counted the seconds.

“You can drive me to the hospital, but that’s all,” Rae told him. Jessup looked so grateful that she would have laughed out loud if she could have. She pointed to her overnight bag. He picked it up and stood in the doorway, waiting, until she waved him out.

“Go on,” she told him. “I’ll meet you in the truck.”

When he left Rae could see him out the window as he crossed the courtyard; he was the exact same distance away as he’d been on those nights when Rae had looked out her bedroom window to see him out on the sidewalk. But she’d never noticed how frightened he looked from this distance, or that he had a nervous habit of rubbing his fingers together, as if he was worried that she might not appear.

Jessup threw the overnight case in the cab of the truck, started the engine, then got out and waited for her. It was dark by now, and the exhaust from the pickup was inky, the color of winter nights in Boston just before the snow begins. Rae went to her closet, steadied herself by holding on to the wall, then slipped on her red shoes. This child really was a lot like Jessup—it could hardly wait to be born. So she hurried—she bent down to stroke the dog’s head, and before she went out to cross the courtyard, she phoned Richard and Lila to tell them she was ready at last.

They both heard the phone at the same time. Richard jumped up from the couch to answer it and, out in the garden, Lila knew it was time. That afternoon she had baked a cake—she had thought she was making it for dessert that night, but when Richard went to cut a piece, she stopped him. She’d been particularly careful with the ingredients: sweet butter, a cup of sugar, milk, a spoonful of lemon rind saved from their own tree. Lila wrapped the cake in waxed paper, knowing it was a gift for Rae. As she stored it in a metal tin she wondered if she would feel jealous when the call finally came, but now that it had she was actually relieved. It was a comfort to know what you did and did not have.

While Richard made arrangements to meet Rae at the hospital, Lila heard a rustling in the grass. She knew exactly what it was. A little girl with slate-gray eyes crawled across the patio, then lifted herself onto Lila’s lap. Holding her was like trying to hold on to light, or water, or air. But when she reached up and put her arms around Lila’s neck, Lila could feel the heat of her body, and no mother, in any nursery, could have loved her child more.

Inside the house, Richard hung up the phone and rushed to the bedroom to pack the few things they might need: a change of clothes, white washcloths, a good clock with a second hand. They had already begun to plan a trip to East China, and once they went back it would be nearly summer, the lilies would have already begun to send up green shoots. Richard planned to spend most of their visit helping his father work on the house. He’d be so busy with wallpaper and leaking pipes that he’d never notice when Lila took their rented car and disappeared for an afternoon. And even if he did notice, he’d know enough to let it pass. He and Jason would replace the gutters on the north side of the house and fix the rotten floor boards in the porch, while Lila drove out to a place where last winter’s salt and ice had been so powerful they had cut through stone. A place where if you were standing in the right spot you could see the shadow of the moon in late afternoon, you could run your hand along a small headstone and imagine it was made out of memory and pearls and bones.

And so when the baby began to inch away, Lila didn’t try to stop her. She bit her lip until she drew two drops of blood and watched as the baby lowered herself back onto the patio. Above them the sky grew darker. The baby moved along the flat stones, past the hedges, into the neighbor’s yard. At this hour the potted gardenias next door smelled sweeter; the air was cool enough to make you shiver. Lila reached down and touched the warm slate, but when she went to look beyond the hedges there wasn’t a sign of her child. Just another garden that had to be coaxed to grow, a row of thin tomato seedlings and a bent magnolia tree.

Richard was at the screen door watching her. She could feel his presence, and when she turned he called out that it was time. Lila motioned that she would meet him in the driveway, and when Richard went to start the car Lila went inside to get the cake tin from the kitchen counter. Into this cake Lila had baked three gifts: a cool hand to test for fevers, a kiss with the power to chase away nightmares, a heart that can tell when it’s time to let go.

Outside, the car was idling and Richard had left the passenger door open. Everyone else on the block was already in bed. It was a still, blue night with no wind, a good night for sleeping, and the neighborhood was so quiet that if you listened very carefully you could hear the roses outside the front door unfolding. You could take one look at the sky and know it was the perfect time of night for a miracle.
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CHAPTER 1

There is a wasp in the kitchen. Drawn by the smell of apricot jam, lazy from the morning’s heat, the wasp hovers above the children. All through town a yellow light is cast over the green lawns and the rhododendrons. By dusk there will be a storm, with raindrops that are surprisingly cold, but of course by then the birds in the backyards and out on the marsh will have taken flight. Where do birds go in the rain? How do they disappear so thoroughly? Already, the sparrows in the chestnut tree are restless. They’re not fooled by the pure yellow light any more than they’re fooled by this last burst of August heat.

“Look at her abdomen,” Charlie says of the wasp. “It’s full of eggs.”

Amanda, who at eleven is older than her brother by three years, puts a dish towel over her head. “Get it out of here!” she says. “Kill it now, and I mean it.”

“No way,” Charlie says. He is a collector of specimens, a lover of anything mildly revolting: frogs, insects in bottles, bats’ wings, centipedes. “I don’t have to take orders from someone who still wears braces,” Charlie informs his sister.

“Mom,” Amanda yells.

The wasp, startled, flees to the ceiling.

“Oh, great,” Charlie moans. He stands up on his chair and lifts the jam jar into the air to tempt the wasp from her hiding place.

“You are really disgusting,” Amanda tells Charlie. “Mom!” she yells.

“Chicken,” Charlie says to his sister.

“Moron,” Amanda counters.

Their mother, Polly Farrell, who is out in the garden, can hear the children arguing. It’s been hard, but she has trained herself to tune out their squabbles; otherwise she’d spend most of her time refereeing. She never pays her garden much attention either, but this year the voles obviously found the small untended patch fascinating. In the hardware section of the corner store, Jack Larson told her to bury sticks of dynamite under her vegetables, and the smell of sulfur would scare away the voles. But the idea of her vegetables resting on explosives made Polly too uncomfortable. Instead, she stuck blue-tipped kitchen matches around each plant. Needless to say, whole stalks of broccoli and all of her carrots and lettuce have disappeared underground. The only thing the voles wouldn’t touch were the zucchini, and they’ve gone berserk. Polly has been putting zucchini into everything, and by now her children can ferret it out no matter how well she disguises it. Last night she deep-fried it and tried to pass it off as onion rings, but Charlie immediately removed the doughy breading and unmasked the zucchini. Amanda has taken a recent vow not to eat anything green.

Polly snaps off two large zucchini and hides them under her white cotton shirt. Tonight she plans to chop the zucchini up and sneak it into the meatloaf. She has to do something. Thin green tendrils are climbing up the chicken-wire fence around the garden, and even her husband, Ivan, who’ll eat just about anything, buttered, burned, or stale, is starting to complain and search through the freezer for packages of French beans and mixed Italian vegetables. Before she opens the screen door, Polly wipes her hands on her faded blue jeans; as soon as she’s inside, she ducks into the pantry and hides the zucchini she’s picked behind a row of cereal boxes.

“Mom, this is really serious,” Amanda calls. “I really mean it.”

Polly straightens her shirt and comes into the kitchen. She pulls the dish towel off Amanda’s head so that her daughter’s blond hair stands straight up from her scalp in pale, spokelike strands. Polly quickly feels Amanda’s forehead. Amanda has been dragging around a summer cold since June and, although she insists her throat no longer hurts, her forehead is still warm.

“I want you to take some Tylenol,” Polly says. “Now.”

“Charlie has a wasp in here,” Amanda says.

Polly looks up at the ceiling. “Charlie!” she says. She pulls Charlie down from the chair.

“I didn’t bring her in the house,” Charlie insists. “She flew in all by herself. And anyway,” he tells his sister, “she has as much right to live here as you do.”

Polly, who’s allergic to bee stings, steps toward the doorway just in case the wasp shoots down toward her.

“Ivan,” she calls. “A wasp!”

“A what?” Ivan calls back.

Amanda and Charlie look at each other and try not to laugh; it’s their mother’s main complaint, their father hears only what he wants to hear.

“Very funny,” Polly says to the children. “A wasp,” she shouts.

“A female,” Charlie yells. “She’s got about a zillion eggs in her abdomen.” Charlie then looks at his mother apologetically. “That ought to get him in here,” he explains.

Ivan comes into the kitchen and shoos them all out. He’s tall, with that posture reserved for tall men; he resembles a stork when he runs. To Polly, Ivan still looks as young as he did when they met, though he was thirty-eight last March. No matter how annoyed she is with him, and she’s often annoyed, particularly because Ivan has grown more forgetful and in some odd way less involved with her, Polly still loves the way he looks, more so because she knows Ivan never gives his appearance a second thought. He’s happiest wearing frayed sweaters and unwashed chinos; he’d never have his hair cut if Polly didn’t remind him.

“Your hero approaches the wasp,” Ivan says.

“Oh, yeah!” the children shout gleefully from the hallway.

“Right above you!” Polly says.

The children peer into the kitchen and giggle as their father grabs a colander from the counter and puts it over his head.

“Protective measures,” Ivan calls through the holes in the colander.

After he opens the windows and the back door, Ivan rolls up a newspaper then gets onto a chair. He waves the newspaper at the wasp, but Polly can tell he’s not really aiming at the damned thing. He doesn’t want to hurt it.

“Ivan,” Polly says coldly. At this moment he is hardly her hero. “Just kill it.”

Ivan removes the colander from his head so he can look at her. He has to crouch so he won’t hit the ceiling.

“You want to try?” he suggests.

“Do it your way,” Polly says, and she leaves the children there to watch Ivan gently coax the wasp out an open window while she goes off to hunt for her car keys.

It’s a good thing August is almost over. They have had all summer together and are long past the point of getting on each other’s nerves. There’s been a mood of dissatisfaction in the house; the days have been too hot and too long, there’s been too much time left open for arguments. Ivan, who’s an astronomer, usually divides his time between his own research and teaching a graduate seminar at the institute he helped to found. This summer he’s had no classes and has been working on a paper he will present at a conference in Florida in a few weeks. Ivan is not pleased with the paper, which he’s been aimlessly rewriting, or with the fact that he has been scheduled as one of the last speakers, at an hour so late that most of the other astronomers will have already left the state. Polly is no happier with her work. She feels vaguely embarrassed by it and has kept it a secret from people like her parents, who she knows would disapprove. She’s involved in what the children have dubbed the Casper Project: photographing the séances of a local medium, working with Betsy Stafford, an author whose books her photographs have illustrated twice before. But Charlie is the most discontented of all. He’s spent the past two months perfecting his obnoxious behavior with too much TV and with collecting a basementful of specimens, including some field mice Polly can hear squeaking at night. Charlie complains that his parents favor Amanda and treat him like a baby; the only person he can stand to be with is his best friend, Sevrin, Betsy Stafford’s son. But whenever the boys are together, and they’re together night and day, they do something irresponsible—track a skunk through the woods or bike through heavy traffic to the mall—which only proves Ivan and Polly right when they refuse Charlie privileges.

Amanda is the only one with any real purpose this summer. She has dedicated herself to gymnastics and has gone from the self-conscious beginner she was last year to one of the best students in the gymnastics camp the elementary school has been running this summer. Amanda cannot walk through a parking lot without balancing on the raised yellow dividers; the swing hanging from the willow tree in the yard has been replaced by a wooden bar. It still amazes Polly that this girl who can throw herself onto the uneven parallel bars with a grace that is almost like flight is her daughter. Somehow, while Polly wasn’t looking, Amanda became her own person. When she watches her daughter compete, Polly feels what Laurel Smith, the medium she has been photographing, calls the “cold hand,” a piercing physical reaction to something extraordinary. At those times Amanda is not the child Polly covers at night with an extra quilt, the girl who leaves her leotards on the floor, who has to be cajoled into going to the orthodontist. She is a creature Polly cannot name, one made up not of flesh but of points of brilliant light.

“You’d rather have Daddy get stung than kill that stupid wasp,” Amanda says to Charlie after the wasp has been directed out the window and car keys and backpacks and gym bags have all been collected.

Amanda looks over at Ivan, concerned. It’s a look Polly has been noticing a lot more often lately. Suddenly, Amanda is interested in how Ivan feels and what he thinks. When he talks, Amanda listens. When Polly talks, Amanda puts on her Walkman. And, Polly knows, it’s only the beginning. By the time Amanda is fourteen, Polly will be lucky if her daughter speaks to her, never mind listens to her. Polly remembers only too well when she cut off her own mother, Claire. In her memory still, it’s as if she had two mothers: the warm person she loved to touch and be near and the weak, disappointing creature she realized her mother was as soon as Polly turned thirteen. Of course, circumstances were different. Claire had already disappointed Polly, but Polly has never wavered from her adolescent assessment of Claire, and now that worries her. Amanda was an easy child, the kind who edges onto your lap, who never had to be told to hold hands when crossing the street. Sooner or later, she’ll have to hate her mother, and all Polly can hope for is that their break will be temporary, that it won’t cause any permanent damage.

While Ivan guides the children out the back door, Polly taps down the broken porch step with the heel of her shoe. The house is white, with black shutters; the porch ceiling is a soft blue, as though a wedge of the noonday sky had been caught inside the wood. With its oval windows on the stair landings and its wide, sloping floorboards, it’s the kind of house Polly always dreamed of having as a child. But Charlie and Amanda take it for granted and treat it badly. They slam doors and complain about drafts; their idea of a great house is something modem and sleek, with skylights and lofts and cable TV.

“You really make me sick,” Amanda tells her brother.

“Thank you,” Charlie says, with a formal bow.

Originally, Polly and Ivan moved up to Cape Ann from Boston for the children. But, as it turns out, they’re the ones who have become most attached. It’s not only the house they fell in love with but the town. Morrow has a wicked history, one the children have no interest in, a history prettily disguised by the large white sea captains’ houses, and the town common ringed with shops, and the day-trippers up from Boston all summer, here for the wide, smooth beaches. Whether or not two witches were drowned in the pond in the center of the common is uncertain, but many towns in Massachusetts could claim that heritage. What nearly turned Morrow into a ghost town was the influenza epidemic after World War I. Whole families perished in single rooms. Children were lost one after another, wives locked themselves in attics so they would not infect their husbands. For years afterward no one was interested in the sea captains’ houses or the summer cottages, even though the reason they were abandoned was long forgotten. In the sixties newcomers from Boston who knew nothing of the epidemic began to buy up houses, cheap, and some of the vegetarian restaurants and craft shops they opened are still in operation, though their prices are much higher now. The school superintendent began to hire Harvard graduates, who, in a later era, might have gone on to business or law school, but who, in 1965, were drawn to a small town where their dogs could run free and summers could be spent digging clams and getting suntans. By the time Polly and Ivan were looking for a house, Morrow’s school district had been rated among the top ten in the Commonwealth. That alone was reason to move.

Of course, the children tell them often enough how they plan to leave town as soon as they turn eighteen. Amanda wants to live in Manhattan. Charlie alternates between Alaska and California.

“Good. Go. I’ll pay for your plane fare,” Ivan tells them during arguments when they taunt him with how much distance they intend to put between themselves and their parents once they’re free to do as they please. But when the children are in bed, and Polly and Ivan sit out on the porch and watch lightning bugs drift through the bushes, they find themselves wishing they could stop time and keep Amanda and Charlie children forever.

Impossible, and yet they hope.

“No Laurel Smith today?” Ivan teases Polly as she gets the kids into the Blazer.

“Don’t make fun of Laurel,” Polly tells Ivan. She leans on the open door of the Blazer, only now remembering she has an appointment to take it in for new shocks this afternoon.

“I knew it!” Ivan says. “You’re falling for her garbage. You’re so suggestible.”

“I am not,” Polly says.

This summer, Polly had her long, dark hair cut into short layers with the idea of facing up to her thirty-sixth birthday, but instead of making her look her age, the new haircut has her looking as young as a graduate student.

“I suggest we send them off in a cab and go back to bed,” Ivan whispers.

Polly grins at him, not taking his proposal seriously.

“You make time for Laurel Smith,” Ivan complains.

“That’s work,” Polly says, annoyed.

“Mom,” Amanda calls from the backseat, “I don’t want to be the last one there.”

“She doesn’t want to be the last one there,” Polly tells Ivan, grateful for a way out of a conversation which, she knows, will end with Ivan accusing her of what he himself is guilty of: too many hours spent working.

“A fate worse than death,” Ivan says. He kisses Polly and Polly kisses him back. Before Ivan moves away, she quickly bites his lip.

“That’s for being mean about my job,” Polly says as she gets into the car.

“I was not mean,” Ivan insists. He leans in the window and kisses Amanda, walks around the Blazer toward the ancient Karmann-Ghia he refuses to give up, then leans into Charlie’s window. “It’s just that I’m medium cool about Laurel Smith,” he puns, and the children both let out a groan.

“Dad, that was pathetic,” Charlie says.

“Let me out of here,” Ivan says. “I’m going where I’m appreciated.”

“Oh, yeah?” Polly grins, knowing how unappreciated Ivan has been feeling lately. “Where’s that?”

“Mother, do you have to argue?” Amanda says from the backseat.

Ivan and Polly stare at each other. One of them is amused; the other isn’t.

“Don’t gloat,” Polly tells Ivan. “You’ll be the one they turn on next.”

Ivan grins and gets into his car. He waves as he backs out of the driveway, and after he’s gone Polly reaches for her sunglasses and heads for the Cheshire School. Charlie sits glumly beside her; as always, he is going with them against his will. As far as he’s concerned, anyone who isn’t his best friend, Sevrin, is just a pain in the neck. As she’s backing down the driveway, Polly gets a glimpse of Amanda’s thoughtful, unreadable face in the rearview mirror. Amanda is always distant before a meet; her nervousness takes the form of an unearthly calm so that Polly has to say everything to her twice before Amanda hears her.

There’s a séance today, which Polly is missing, but it’s worth it. She has been photographing séances—what Laurel Smith calls readings—since June, and so far not one spirit has appeared on film. Polly has tried slower shutter speeds and faster film, she has switched from color to black-and-white. Some of the photographs, though ghost free, are remarkable. In several Laurel Smith, who is a few years younger than Polly, is completely unrecognizable. There’s a photograph in which she looks like an old, dark woman and another in which she doesn’t appear to be more than a child, with her heavy, pale hair fanned out behind her as though dripping with water. The one photograph Polly has found herself going back to again and again was taken during a reading in which Laurel had contacted a client’s husband who was killed in a car crash. Without a doubt, in that photograph, there is a scar along Laurel Smith’s forehead.

“Either she’s a great actress,” Polly once told Betsy Stafford, “or something real is going on here.”

Betsy, who is much more of a cynic than Polly, had smiled and said, “You’ll have to wait and read the book to find out the answer.” Even after she’d seen some of the photographs, Betsy had refused to admit that Laurel might be anything but a charlatan. “Let’s just accept Laurel for what she is,” Betsy insisted. “A nut.”

Polly will always be grateful to Betsy because Betsy is the one who pulled Polly out of her indecision about whether or not to become a professional, an act for which there will never be enough thanks. Their first collaboration—an activity book for preschoolers—was begun after the two women met through their sons, both in the same nursery school. Charlie and Sevrin have remained best friends, yet the relationship between their mothers remains professional by choice, even though Polly knows, via Charlie, all sorts of odd and intimate details about Betsy’s life she might otherwise not know: That she allows the sugary breakfast cereals Polly frowns on. That Betsy’s husband, Frank, an attorney who commutes into Boston, often does not get home until past nine and when he and Betsy fight they don’t bother to close the bedroom door. They curse when they fight, loudly. Charlie’s told her so.

Polly admits to being the passive partner. Betsy is the one who writes the proposals, then goes out and gets the book contracts, and afterward hires Polly. So perhaps it is not a partnership at all, except that it feels like one. Particularly since their last book, an in-depth study of coping with death, is a choice Polly herself would have never made. She almost turned down the project, but the fee was too seductive, enough to pay for gymnastics camp and orthodontists and hamster cages for years to come. After photographing her first terminal patient, Polly spent half an hour throwing up by the side of the road. It never got easier, whether the sessions were in a hospital, a hospice, or the subject’s home. Only two of the people she photographed have not yet died, an elderly woman with cancer and a young man in Boston with an inoperable tumor at the base of his skull. Both write to Polly occasionally, and she always writes back, but she never looks at the finished book, though it is the project that allowed her to say no, now and forever, to photographing birthday parties and weddings.

The book about Laurel Smith was supposed to cheer them up. A lighter book, it was to be a mild debunking. It has not turned out that way. Laurel looks more like a librarian than a medium and, séances aside, her behavior is extremely sensible. She has long blond hair like Amanda’s, and deep-set gray eyes. She never bothers with makeup, and Polly has never seen her wear any jewelry other than two rings, one a small pearl set in gold, the other a thin silver band. Though her clients seem willing to pay any amount necessary to reach the spirits they long to contact, Laurel never changes her fee. No matter how rich her client, she always charges two hundred dollars for a reading. Betsy, who unbeknownst to Laurel has been researching her background and discovered a small trust fund left to Laurel by her parents, doesn’t give Laurel any credit for generosity. But Polly is not so quick to judge her. There have been times, inside Laurel’s cottage, when Polly has found herself believing in an afterlife. She tells herself it is the powerful conviction of Laurel’s clients, all so desperately convinced whoever they have loved and lost can be reached, that affects her. Or it is the place itself, the movement of reeds and cattails in the marsh, the way the light falls and is caught inside the pearl Laurel wears on her finger.

By the time Polly drives into the parking lot at the elementary school, the heat has begun to drift up from the asphalt in snaky waves. The glass windows along the gym look smoky and dark, making the place seem empty, but it’s just an illusion. The windows have been treated to keep out the sun; on the other side of the glass, the gym is already filling up with parents. Polly knows she can’t stop Amanda from becoming a teenager, but she’s thankful that the combined high school and junior high is on the other side of town, so that Amanda will be protected from mixing with high school students for another year.

Amanda gets out of the car, carrying her pink nylon gym bag like a professional, slinging it over her arm, hardly noticing its weight. Strands of her hair have slipped out of the elastic band that holds her ponytail. This is the last meet of the summer, and Amanda is excited about her best three events: floor exercise, the balance beam, and vaulting. In her bag she has her cassette ready, Duran Duran’s “Hungry Like the Wolf.” Amanda is sweating too much; the heat is bothering her, or maybe she’s more nervous than she’d thought. When she woke up this morning her sheets were drenched with sweat. She wants to win this meet. She doesn’t mention the Olympics anymore because people like her parents get sappy, patronizing looks on their faces when she does. She knows hundreds of other girls dream of going to Texas and having Bela Karolyi as their coach, but Amanda is actually saving her money. All she wants is one audition. If he tells her she’s not good enough, she’ll have to accept it.

Of course the truth is, she can’t imagine him telling her that.

“Knock them dead,” Polly tells her when they reach the door to the school. She hugs Amanda tightly, and when Amanda runs off to the locker room, Polly and Charlie head over to the gym. Charlie continues to read as he walks up the bleachers; it drives Polly crazy that he doesn’t watch where he’s going, but she bites her tongue. She’s learned to save her reprimands, to dole them out carefully, in the hopes that they might actually count for something.

When they find a place in the bleachers, Charlie takes off his backpack and sits down, then unzips the backpack and gets out another dinosaur book. He is a Tyrannosaurus rex devotee. He can tell you how long a tyrannosaurus’s teeth measured and exactly where paleontologists have gathered his remains. Charlie is a lot like his father was at that age. Ivan always says that the sure sign of a budding scientist is that he carries books everywhere he goes so he won’t have to be bored by people.

“Polly, I’m hearing strange things about you.”

It is Evelyn Crowley’s mother, Fran. The Crowleys live across the street from the Farrells, and Evelyn is one of Cheshire’s top competitors, especially in the uneven parallel bars, around which she throws her small body with a vengeance. Fran sits down next to Polly. “The occult?” Fran says.

Outside, the temperature hovers around ninety, but here in the gym it’s at least five degrees hotter, and the competition hasn’t even started. Polly hopes Fran will think her face is flushed with heat, not embarrassment.

“If you mean I’m photographing Laurel Smith, you’re right,” Polly says, more coolly than she means to. “It’s pretty darned occult,” she adds with a laugh.

“I wish I had had the sort of dedication these girls have when I was young,” Fran says as the locker-room doors are swung open.

“Maybe they’re just stupid,” Charlie says without looking up from his book.

Polly and Fran have been friends for years—which is probably why Amanda and Evelyn can’t stand each other—but Polly doesn’t mind that Charlie has insulted her, she isn’t even bothered by the fact that Charlie is clearly more interested in extinct reptiles than in his sister’s success. The girls have begun to file in from the locker room, and Polly can’t help it, she’s nervous. There are fifteen gymnasts from Amanda’s program, another fifteen from a school in Gloucester. In their leotards, the girls seem awkward and uncomfortable as the onlookers cheer. Amanda is easy to spot because she is the blondest and, at five feet two, one of the tallest. Some of the girls smile when they spy a parent in the audience, but Amanda, always conscious of her braces, keeps her mouth firmly closed. Polly knows Amanda hopes she won’t grow any more; the smaller the gymnast is, the better her chances of staying in the sport. Amanda is second in line to vault the horse and she does so easily, with real power and grace. Polly claps her hands so hard they hurt.

“Don’t embarrass her, Mom,” Charlie tells her.

Amanda is less sure of herself on the uneven parallel bars, but certainly she’s better than most. One poor girl falls at the very start of her routine, and she falls hard, turning one of her ankles so badly she can’t continue. Even Charlie looks up when she lurches out of the gym in tears. Polly is thankful that it’s somebody else’s daughter who’s fallen and not hers, and then is disturbed by how much she feels like a stage mother. She realizes that her fists are clenched. A square of sunlight from the highest window in the gym settles on the polished wooden floor. Polly unclenches her fists when Amanda finishes her routine on the balance beam. She has gotten the highest score so far, but afterward Amanda sits down near a pile of mats and the coach kneels down beside her. Polly worries that something is wrong, but soon Amanda gets up and goes over to her team, where she waits for her last event, her best: floor exercise.

“Our girls are terrific,” Fran says to Polly. And Polly agrees. If she were the judge she’d be hard-pressed to decide between the two. Perhaps that’s why it’s possible for her and Fran to sit together at meets. All along the bleachers other mothers, and a few fathers, are intent on watching only their own daughters.

Charlie’s knees are pulled up to form a table and his book lies open upon them. His hair, cut short, is damp with sweat. Polly thinks she recognizes a drawing of a hadrosaurus. She knows most of the dinosaurs by now, knows which were fierce carnivores and which ate only marsh plants. She would like to put her arm around Charlie, but, knowing he would be mortified, instead rests her hand against his knee. Charlie looks up at her, misreading her cue, ready to leave. Then they both hear the first beats of “Hungry Like the Wolf.” Charlie makes a face.

“Can’t you put that book away?” Polly whispers.

“No,” Charlie says, “I can’t.”

He has read this book dozens of times and is no less interested than he was the first time through. Sometimes his lips move when he reads, and Polly knows he is memorizing facts. When she looks at him, Polly often gets a vision of him as a toddler, solemnly counting stones or beads, content to watch a spider build her web, his nature already so set that his first word, spoken at a pond, was not “mama” or “dada” but “quack.”

Amanda begins her routine with a roundoff, two back handsprings, and a backflip. Polly, who swims, but is otherwise not athletic, feels that spooky, cold sensation along the back of her neck. Amanda’s feet barely touch the mat. She does a forward roll, then a handstand and full pirouette. There is some scattered applause. The girls on the other team are watching her carefully; it’s a terrific performance and everyone knows it. Polly’s eyes feel hot. When Amanda is through she bows, beautifully. Polly doesn’t give a damn whom she’ll embarrass, she gets to her feet and applauds.

“Not bad,” Charlie admits grudgingly when Polly sits back down.

Polly grins and gives him a shove. When Amanda is announced as the highest scorer, Polly stands again and applauds. Other parents are standing up on the bleachers below her and Polly has to strain to see Amanda, who’s so composed you’d never guess she had won. Amanda bows, then quickly leaves the floor, as though now that the scoring is over, she has no interest in the gym.

“She deserved to win,” Evelyn’s mother tells Polly.

“They were all great,” Polly says, with more generosity than she feels.

Polly aims Charlie toward the door and tells him she’ll meet him out by the car. She greets several parents she knows on the floor, then stops to shake the coach’s hand.

“I can tell you’ve been working them hard, Jack,” Polly says.

“You should be proud of her,” Jack Eagan tells her.

“I am,” Polly says, delighted that at last there is someone with whom she doesn’t have to play down her excitement.

“She picked herself right up after that bad start,” the coach says.

Polly, who didn’t notice a bad start, smiles and heads for the lockers. Tonight they will take Amanda out to dinner to celebrate, maybe to Dexter’s, which has great fried clams and fries. Polly will sneak a call to Ivan so he can stop on the way home and buy flowers; after all her hard work, Amanda deserves to be treated like a champion.

The locker room smells musty and lockers are clanging. Here the gymnasts look more like the little girls they are. One, when she sees Polly, quickly covers her bare, undeveloped chest. Polly walks along the aisles, looking for Amanda. Instead, she sees Evelyn Crowley.

“You had some great routines,” she tells Evelyn.

Evelyn smiles, but Polly can see her disappointment.

“I didn’t practice enough,” Evelyn says.

“Have you seen Amanda?” Polly asks.

Evelyn shrugs. Amanda is probably the last person she wants to see right now.

“Maybe she’s in the showers,” Evelyn says.

Polly walks toward the rear of the locker room. She sees Amanda’s unzipped gym bag hanging in an open locker. Inside there are barrettes and a hairbrush and a necklace made out of tiny plastic beads that look like seed pearls, which Amanda sometimes wears before a meet for good luck.

The showers are all turned on and Polly can hear the voices of the little girls, a murmur that can just as easily explode into giggles or a contemptuous rating of someone’s routine. Polly has decided, they will definitely have fried clams tonight. When they go home they’ll sit out on the porch to watch for the last few lightning bugs. They’ll hear a chorus of frogs, both from the marshy inlets that surround Morrow and from the aquarium inside the house where Charlie is temporarily keeping a bullfrog, which he swears is the last of the specimens he’ll bring home, just as he swears it’s a matter of life and death for him to record the number of croaks per hour during various weather conditions. Maybe Polly can persuade Amanda to give up one day’s practice and go to the beach with her tomorrow, just the two of them. When they were little, it was hard for Polly to divide her time equally between the children. Charlie and Amanda wanted such different things that one of them always had to be put on hold, and either way Polly felt torn between them. No matter what she did, she always had the nagging sense she was disappointing someone. But now things have changed; the children prefer to be with their friends and Polly has to wheedle hours for herself. Polly often thinks about this when her mother calls from New York, but it never stops her from cutting the conversation short, from always being the first to hang up.

The closer Polly gets to the showers, the stronger the smell of ammonia. They use some awful heavy-duty cleaner and the result is dizzying.

“Hi, Polly,” a high voice says, and Polly turns and hugs Amanda’s best friend, Jessie Eagan, who is also the daughter of the coach. Jessie is a good gymnast, but she’s not passionate the way Amanda is, and maybe that’s why she can cheer for Amanda and feel no jealousy. It’s too bad Jessie’s not serious, because she has a perfect gymnast’s body, she’s only four feet six and amazingly light. She has brown hair, cut short, and golden eyes. Both she and Amanda are in love with some singer in a rock group, whom they refer to by his first name, Brian, as though they were on intimate terms with him.

“Amanda was fantastic,” Jessie says. “Even my dad says so.”

Clearly, the coach is not one to hand out compliments.

“Come out to dinner with us tonight,” Polly says.

“I can’t,” Jessie says mournfully. “Don’t tell me if you’re going to go out for clams because I’ll be trapped at my aunt’s having something gross.”

Polly hugs Jessie again and walks on toward the showers. She forces herself not to laugh when she sees one of the girls showering with her bra on, and in fact she’s a little shocked that an eleven- or twelve-year-old would even wear a bra. The sound of the showers makes it seem as though the room were under water. The tiles are green, and there are no windows back here. Polly sees a hand from inside one of the showers holding onto the outside wall. Without thinking, she begins to run.

Amanda is doubled over; her blond hair looks green. She is vomiting in the shower, her whole body heaving. A towel she had tried to wrap around herself has fallen to the floor and is soaked. The water is still running. Polly feels absolutely cold. Maybe it’s all this water, the tiles, the green tint of the fluorescent lights. She puts her hands on Amanda’s shoulders and tries to support her. Amanda doesn’t seem to notice that her mother is there. She keeps vomiting until she has nothing to throw up but yellow bile. When Amanda stops vomiting, she’s so weak Polly has trouble holding her up.

“You’ll be okay,” Polly says.

“I don’t feel good,” Amanda tells her.

Too much excitement, Polly thinks. Too much pressure. She puts her palm against Amanda’s forehead and realizes that her daughter has a fever, a high one. Polly reaches the taps and turns off the hot, then cups her hand so she can scoop cold water over Amanda’s face. They are facing each other, with Amanda leaning against her so that Polly is soaked through her clothes.

“I’m freezing,” Amanda says.

In fact she is hotter than before.

Polly drags Amanda out of the shower, sits her on a bench, then grabs a towel and wraps it around her. She runs to the locker, gets the pink gym bag, then runs back and quickly begins to dress her daughter. Amanda feels heavy, as limp as straw.

“Ow,” Amanda says as Polly maneuvers one leg into a pair of shorts.

Polly gently touches the back of Amanda’s knee and feels that the joint is swollen. She finishes dressing Amanda and helps her to stand.

“You’ll be better in the morning,” Polly says.

It’s what she always says when the children are sick, and they always believe her. But this time Polly is wrong. Just after dusk the rain will begin, but it won’t bring any relief. In the morning, the last day of August and the hottest on record, Amanda will still be shivering beneath two cotton quilts.


CHAPTER 2

Laurel Smith loves coffee and cream. It is her weakness. Just the smell of it makes her lick her lips like a cat. She pours a second cup from the glass coffeepot into a yellow mug, a cheap piece of pottery with just the right-size handle. It’s low tide and egrets out in the marsh are closer to her cottage than usual. There are no screens on the windows, but when Laurel has her coffee she always pushes the windows open so she can listen to the birds, even though it means later she will suffer the bites of mosquitoes who manage to get inside.

She has forgotten to feed the cat, Stella. Although Stella is black, she’s hardly a familiar. A familiar should be utterly feline and Stella is more like a dog. She will retrieve a ball if you throw one for her; she follows along on walks; she doesn’t mind the water and has been known to jump into the marsh, after a duck or Canada goose twice her size. Laurel goes to the pantry for a pack of Tender Vittles and Stella follows, rubbing against Laurel’s white kimono. Outside, it’s brutally hot, but the cottage is backed by tall pine trees that always keep it cool; not a plus in November or in the heart of February, but today the linoleum against Laurel’s bare feet is wonderfully cold. As long as she’s up, Laurel gets an egg, fills a blue tin pot with water, and sets it to boil. She had a husband once who said she could not even boil an egg. Clearly he was wrong.

He was wrong about a lot of things. Laurel never tricked him into marrying her. He fell in love with her all on his own; he chose to ignore how shy she was, how ill at ease with people, including, it’s true, himself. He accused her of so many things, Laurel can no longer remember the list, although she certainly remembers how often he insisted that she was in love with death. He was more wrong about this than anything else; Laurel is, and always has been, terrified by death. When a baby cries, she hears a death rattle. The branches of a white birch are crossbones. She cannot look at spaded earth, even if it is only a corner of a suburban lawn dug up for a new rhododendron.

She never wanted to receive messages, it just started to happen to her when she was twelve, beginning with what she thought was a dream. She was walking down a long corridor, which became more narrow as she went along, the walls and ceiling curving until the corridor became a tunnel. She stopped. Everything around her was cold. In the distance she could see her grandmother falling. Laurel’s grandmother wore a blue silk dress and a long rope of pearls, and she was falling downward, as though the tunnel were vertical, straight down from sky to earth. There was no pull of gravity, so every path was a slow circular spiral.

In the morning the call came that Laurel’s grandmother was dead. She had been at a wedding and had fallen; she’d had a stroke and never regained consciousness. Laurel received several other messages from her grandmother; she was terrified, but she told no one. The messages that came through her dreams grew more and more specific, as if someone were trying to prove something to her. She dreamed her grandmother was winding the chiming clock in her kitchen, and the following day the clock arrived, airmail. She dreamed her grandmother led her to an angel with his wings folded tightly against his body, and when her parents took her to the cemetery there was the angel, carved into her grandmother’s headstone.

When she was thirteen, the messages began to come to her during her waking hours, messages from people she had never known in life. She could close her eyes in math class and hear a child’s voice, a classmate’s sister lost at birth. She dreaded the cold, clammy way her hands felt whenever she was near someone who had suffered a recent loss. While other girls her age were thinking about shades of lipstick and Saturday nights, Laurel could not stop thinking about the brevity of a human lifespan. At night her dreams were terrifying things filled with cemeteries, silence, full white moons.

When she was seventeen Laurel made a huge effort, and, with the help of a prescription for Valium, she nearly succeeded and stopped thinking about death. She finished high school, went to college, married when she was twenty-two. For a while her husband didn’t mind her odd habits. He overlooked it when she hid in closets during thunderstorms, when she refused to leave the house for three weeks after their cat was run over by a car, when she couldn’t accompany him to his father’s funeral. It was true, he had plenty to complain about, everything she did she did halfheartedly. She’d start the laundry but never finish, so that her husband wore damp clothes to work. The frozen dinners she cooked were always icy in the middle. She was still receiving messages, but they were jumbled now, as though she had a crossed connection, and she had a constant, dull headache. What Laurel could never understand was why, when he started to notice and list her faults, her husband seemed so surprised.

After her divorce, she moved to the cottage in Morrow and began to give readings. At first the messages came through with piercing clarity, but lately she’s found herself drifting and she’s taken to lying. It’s easy; her clients give themselves away in a thousand ways. All she has to do is pick up on their clues, listen for their breathing to quicken, see if they’ve been biting nails. She has a new client today, at eleven. It’s a bad time of day for a reading, dusk is better, or at least late afternoon, but this client’s husband disapproves of séances and he’ll be home from his golf game by two.

Laurel makes the bed, showers, and dresses in a white shirt and a denim wrap-around skirt. She brushes her long hair, her one vanity, just as coffee is her one vice. In her bookcase there are mostly cookbooks and novels, and, hidden in the back, some detective stories. Nothing about the occult. Laurel avoids psychic gatherings; she cringes when she reads about channelers who hold public meetings with audiences of hundreds of followers. There are no candles in her cottage, no crystal balls or baskets of herbs. The furniture is mostly wicker and oak collected at auctions and secondhand stores. Her newest, most prized acquisition is a tall brass lamp that has a pink silk shade. She paid too much for it. She had planned to keep it beside the window, behind the wicker couch, but when she got the lamp home Laurel hid it in a dark corner in her bedroom. She didn’t understand why she’d done this until the photographer who’s been coming around spotted the lamp. Polly found it so charming that she wanted the lamp included in any photographs she took and asked if it could be moved beside the table where Laurel did her readings. Laurel had insisted that the lamp would be too distracting. She had realized, all at once, that she should never have bought it. Pink silk and death did not go together.

It is the last day of August, and the last day of any month depresses Laurel. She remembers now that she dreamed about her childhood, and she never dreams anymore. Her sleep is usually empty and deep, as if she used up all her dream time during her waking hours. In less than an hour, Betsy, whom Laurel always thinks of as “Bossy” ever since she managed to talk Laurel into being the subject for her book, will arrive with the photographer. Stupidly, Laurel has forgotten to mention the presence of a writer and a photographer to her new client, who is so nervous and secretive she may bolt and run as soon as she sees a camera. It will be hard enough to concentrate on a reading in this heat.

Outside, the sunlight is thick, like a swarm of yellow bees. It used to be easy for Laurel to resist sunlight like this; she doesn’t even think she noticed sunlight before she moved here to the marsh. She cracks the brown shell of the hard-boiled egg she has on her counter, then eats standing up. She’s edgy; something’s not right. Laurel goes to let the cat out; then for no reason she follows Stella out onto the wooden deck. The deck, which juts out from the house, is built on stilts right over the marsh. At night, Laurel can hear crabs clattering in through holes, burrowing in the damp basement, which is often flooded at high tide when there’s a full moon. Once, she found a starfish on the cellar stairs. She leans on the railing and feels the sun through her cotton blouse and on her bare legs. Before she came here, Laurel Smith had never seen a kingfisher; she couldn’t tell the difference between a cardinal and a wren. In a few minutes Betsy Stafford and the new client will both pull into the dirt driveway, but Polly will not be coming to photograph the reading. It doesn’t matter, there will be nothing to photograph and Laurel Smith knows it. She feels a pressure on her forehead, like a hand pushing against her.

Out on the marsh, two egrets take flight, struggling furiously for distance, as if frightened for their lives.


CHAPTER 3

Charlie makes himself French toast. He leaves the eggy bowl on the counter and the burned frying pan on the stove. Summer is so boring, but he dreads the thought of school. Ten more days of freedom. Today he and Sevrin are going to sneak down to the pond, which both their mothers think is too far for them to bicycle to, and look for specimens. They have a theory that not only can sugar not harm you, it is actually good for you, and they intend to set up an experiment that will prove them right, down in Sevrin’s basement, where no one ever goes. Charlie’s backpack is bulging with the Mason jars he’s pilfered from the pantry. He hopes his mother won’t notice they’re missing until next June, when she wants to make strawberry jam. Maybe, when the experiment has been completed, Charlie can set the newts free and replace the Mason jars so that his mother will never know anything amphibian was ever in them. He makes himself laugh thinking about what his mother could find on the shelf: strawberry jam, orange newt, pickled cucumbers, little green frogs in vinegar.

If Charlie catches whatever his sister has, and misses out on this last week of freedom, he will commit hara-kiri. He has a million things to do in ten days. The door slams as Charlie is pouring syrup on his French toast. Ivan has already been to the drugstore before setting out for the institute.

“Hey, buddy,” Ivan says to Charlie. He eyes the French toast. “Looks good.”

Polly comes down from upstairs. She’s been sponging Amanda down with cool water, just as the doctor told her to do when she phoned during the call-in hour.

“Did you get the Tylenol and the Gatorade?” she asks Ivan.

Ivan produces the Tylenol. “No Gatorade at Larson’s,” he says.

“That’s all you tried?” Polly says, furious. “One damn store?”

Charlie feels bad for his father; he tends to forget things, too, especially when he runs errands.

“I’ll go back out,” Ivan says.

Polly knows he is supposed to prepare for the upcoming seminar in Florida; he wanted to get to work early and try one more rewrite.

“Don’t bother,” Polly says. “I’ll go.” She turns to Charlie. “You.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Charlie quickly says.

“Stay with Amanda,” Polly tells him.

“I can’t,” Charlie groans. “Sevrin’s waiting.”

“Let him wait,” Polly says.

Polly doesn’t kiss Ivan good-bye, and she doesn’t look at either of them as she grabs her car keys. Charlie and Ivan exchange a guilty look.

“She’ll cool off,” Ivan says.

Ivan grabs his backpack and follows Polly out, hoping to make up in the driveway. Charlie finishes his French toast, then goes upstairs to look for the net he and Sevrin will need. Amanda’s door is open and the room is dark. All the shades have been pulled down. Charlie stops at the door and looks in.

“Hi,” Amanda says from under the quilts.

Charlie comes into the room and switches on the light on the night table. “Mom is so crazy about keeping things dark whenever anyone’s sick.”

“Yeah,” Amanda says.

“I’m going to look for my net,” Charlie says. “Me and Sevrin are going collecting.”

“Good luck,” Amanda says.

She’s whispering because her sore throat is really bad, the worst she can remember. She feels cold no matter how many quilts are piled on top of her. This is worse than when she had the chicken pox and couldn’t sit down, not even to go to the toilet. Worse than when she cried all night because her skin itched.

“Well, go ahead,” Amanda tells Charlie. “Go meet Sevrin.”

Her throat hurts so much she may start to cry, and she doesn’t want Charlie to see.

“I’ve got to stay with you,” Charlie tells her. “Mom,” he says apologetically.

“Oh,” Amanda says, understanding completely. Her mother’s done the same thing with her, forcing her to spend time with Charlie when she doesn’t even want to be in the same room with him.

Charlie sits down on a chair near the bed. “Want me to put on a tape for you?” he asks. “Duran Duran?”

Amanda tells him no, she has a headache. They can hear kids down the block, enjoying their freedom.

“Just don’t blow your germs this way,” Charlie says. “Only ten more days till prison.”

That makes Amanda smile. She can’t wait for school to start; she’s been looking forward to sixth grade all summer. With Helen Cross graduated and Evelyn Crowley getting sloppy, Amanda will be the best gymnast on the team.

Charlie sits next to her, thinking about horseshoe crabs. If he bikes the long way, and rides along the marsh, he may find some on his way to meet Sevrin. Horseshoe crabs are endlessly fascinating to him, since they were here before the dinosaurs. He cannot understand why no one has discovered the secret of how they managed to survive. Charlie is already half an hour late and Sevrin is probably mad at him by now. His mother does things like this to him all the time, and to Amanda, too. She doesn’t understand when they have appointments to keep or phone calls to make. She forgets they have lives of their own.

“I could bring you back a newt,” he tells Amanda. “You could keep it in a terrarium.”

He realizes then that his sister has fallen asleep. She’s holding onto the quilt his mother always covers them with when they’re sick. It is blue and white with a border of stars and a few boxes of red in the center. They used to believe it was this quilt that made them well, and if both of them were sick they fought over it. Charlie reaches up and turns off the lamp on the night table. He sits in the chair, his hands on his knees. He finds himself counting the minutes until his mother comes back. In the dark he can see the white stars in the border of the quilt, whiter even than bones.

When twenty-four hours have passed, and Amanda’s fever has not gone down, Polly takes her in to be examined. Ed Reardon has been the kids’ doctor for seven years, ever since they moved to Morrow. He does a routine throat culture, takes Amanda’s temperature, examines her ears, and then, concerned mostly with the swollen lymph nodes he’s found all over her body and the girl’s weight loss, decides to run some blood and stool tests. He tells Polly they’ll have the results back from the lab by tomorrow or the next day, and in the meantime Amanda should continue taking Tylenol. Absolute bed rest, even though Amanda puts up a fight and insists she’s feeling better. He would never mention that the first thing he thinks of when he sees symptoms like Amanda’s is cancer.

Ed Reardon has seen nearly a dozen kids in the past week with a virus that combines a high fever and vomiting, and he thinks, once again, that he needs a partner and at least one more person on his office staff. He has tomorrow off, and he needs it. He knows he should have longer office hours and spend less time with each patient, his accountant has told him this. But finding a way to see more bodies per hour is not why Ed chose pediatrics. He has three kids himself, a two-year-old son and two daughters, five and eight.

“It’s not fair,” Amanda says as she gets dressed.

“She’s worried about practicing,” Polly explains, as she quickly signs the permission slips for all the lab tests. “Gymnastics.”

“Don’t worry,” Ed Reardon tells Amanda. “I can tell just by looking at you. You’re better than Mary Lou Retton.”

Amanda ducks her head, suddenly shy, but Polly can tell she’s pleased. “Thanks,” she says to Ed after Amanda has gone to the bathroom to leave urine and stool samples. “She seems better already.”

Polly does not add that Ed has made her feel better too. He always does. High fevers make her crazy with fear. Ivan thinks she overreacts, but Ed Reardon listens to her; he seems to trust her instincts.

“She’s a great kid,” Ed tells Polly.

“I’ll bet you say that to all the mothers,” Polly teases him.

“I most certainly do not,” Ed tells her. “Ten to one her fever subsides by morning.”

He’s right. Amanda’s fever breaks sometime in the night, and by breakfast time her temperature is normal. She’s still too tired to do much more than sit on the couch and watch TV, and that suits Charlie since she might have wanted to come to the pond with him and she always wants to go swimming. Amanda doesn’t have the patience to watch for specimens.

Charlie and Sevrin filled all the Mason jars with newts yesterday, and last night they sneaked into Sevrin’s basement. Half the newts were given sugar-water; the control group had only lettuce and water. But now the boys meet again, back to look for something that got away yesterday. At least Charlie is. Sevrin was busy eating a sandwich and he missed it. He doesn’t quite believe that the turtle was at least three feet across.

“Bullshit,” Sevrin says now. He is belly down, his hands in the cool water, his knees and bare feet dark with dust. He’s brought his dog, a golden retriever named Felix, whom they have to keep on a leash so he won’t make a dash for the water. “No turtle could get to be that size in a pond this small.”

“A mutant,” Charlie suggests. “Maybe someone’s been dumping radioactive waste in here.”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” Sevrin says, echoing his mother’s cynical tone. “The one that got away.”

“We’ll see him,” Charlie says. “We’ll sit here all day if we have to.”

Charlie reaches into his backpack and pulls out two cans of orange soda and two Almond Joys. Sevrin leans back and takes one of the sodas. He snaps the top open loudly.

“Quiet!” Charlie whispers, annoyed.

Sevrin wrinkles his nose and guzzles his orange soda.

It’s hot and Charlie takes off his Red Sox T-shirt. If they weren’t waiting for the turtle, he’d dive right into the pond. Instead, he holds the cold can of soda against his bare skin. Blue dragonflies skim over the surface of the water. There’s a new housing development through the trees, but the boys aren’t aware of it. Small deer still come to the ponds and marshes in Morrow; Charlie knows you can see them at dusk if you’re quiet enough.

“Just think, tyrannosauruses might have hung out here,” Sevrin muses. “They could have attacked a brontosaurus right here where we’re sitting.”

Charlie opens his can of soda and drinks deeply. He doesn’t bother to tell Sevrin that tyrannosaurus and brontosaurus lived eighty million years apart, and that no fossils of either have been found anywhere near Morrow. Charlie’s been told he’s a know-it-all enough times for him to have learned when to keep his mouth shut.

Sevrin sits up and takes a candy bar. He puts his feet in the water, and small startled frogs jump into the pond. Sevrin looks back at Charlie apologetically.

“You think our mothers are going to get rich from this book they’re doing?” Sevrin asks. Felix sits facing him, panting, waiting for some chocolate to fall. Sevrin finishes his candy bar and puts the crumpled wrapper in his pocket. “Maybe it will be a best-seller. Maybe we’ll all be millionaires. Boy, my father will go nuts. He always tells my mom she should go out and get a real job.”

“My mom didn’t say anything about being a millionaire,” Charlie says.

“You know what I’d buy?” Sevrin says. “First a motorcycle, and then a yacht.”

Charlie likes being with Sevrin because he doesn’t have to talk. Even when Sevrin asks a question, he doesn’t necessarily expect an answer. It’s been this way since they were three years old. Sevrin dragged his cot next to Charlie’s at nursery school and that was it, they were best friends. As far as Charlie is concerned, he never needs another friend as long as he has Sevrin.

“Gonna eat that Almond Joy?” Sevrin asks.

Charlie has taken one bite, but he hands the rest of the candy bar to Sevrin. It’s too hot for chocolate; it melts in your hands.

“If I could live on a yacht,” Sevrin goes on, between bites of Charlie’s candy bar, “I’d never go to school. I’d dive for starfish. I’d never hang up my clothes in the closet because there wouldn’t be any closets.” He holds out his hands so Felix can lick off the chocolate.

“There wouldn’t be any food except Spaghetti-Os,” Charlie says.

“Right. Orange soda and Yoo-Hoo to drink.”

A kingfisher flies over the pond, and Charlie nudges Sevrin with his foot. Sevrin nods and puts down the sighting in the log he’s been keeping for them.

“There’d be a pool on the yacht,” Sevrin whispers.

“With one of those curlicue slides,” Charlie whispers back.

There is a plunk in the water, as if the kingfisher had dropped a stone into the pond. When Charlie narrows his eyes he sees that the stone is moving. He nudges Sevrin again, and Sevrin automatically looks up, toward the kingfisher.

“I’ve already got him,” Sevrin says.

From this distance it looks like a plank of mossy wood, or an empty barrel. Except that Charlie can see its eyes now. Charlie has not dared to tell Sevrin what he hopes. It’s so irrational, so unscientific, but he hopes they have stumbled upon a cryptodire, a turtle that developed in the Triassic period, alongside the dinosaurs, two hundred thirty million years ago. And when he thinks about it, it doesn’t really seem so impossible for one to exist when all modern-day turtles are relatives, virtually unchanged from the ones that survived what the dinosaurs could not.

Water sloshes against the thing that looks like a barrel. Charlie kicks Sevrin, hard, and Sevrin turns to him.

“Hey!” Sevrin says.

Charlie nods toward the pond and Sevrin follows his gaze. The turtle is getting closer.

“Holy shit,” Sevrin says.

“That’s him,” Charlie whispers.

Sevrin begins writing furiously in his log. Charlie watches as the turtle gets even closer, before it veers away and dives.

“No one would believe us,” Sevrin whispers.

“Who cares,” Charlie whispers. “We know what we saw.”

They stay for another two hours, forsaking lunch, but the turtle doesn’t resurface, or, if it does, it’s hidden by weeds. Late in the day they get on their bikes reluctantly and head over to Sevrin’s. Unlike many of the houses in Morrow, which are mostly painted white with black or green shutters, Sevrin’s house is blue, with yellow trim. There are hanging plants attached to hooks all along the porch, pots of fuchsias and trailing pink geraniums. They leave the dog outside and go into the kitchen. Sevrin and Charlie can hear the furious beat of Betsy’s typewriter. The boys move quickly, grabbing a jar of peanut butter, a loaf of bread, four Devil Dogs, and a sack of sugar, and they’re down the basement stairs before Betsy can hear them. Betsy often wants to talk to them about something meaningful, when all they want is to be left alone to feed Sevrin’s white rat or watch Star Trek.

Down in the basement, Sevrin makes the sandwiches while Charlie mixes up more sugar-water for the newts. The turtle is such a spectacular find, they still can’t talk about it. Not yet. That’s the thing none of their parents understands. You don’t have to talk all the time. You can sit right next to each other on old wooden stools and wolf down two peanut butter sandwiches and two Devil Dogs apiece and not have to say a single word. The newts that are being fed sugar-water are looking good, much more energetic than the control group. Charlie makes notes in their log, while Sevrin slaps some peanut butter on the cover of the peanut-butter jar and feeds Cyrus, the rat.

They don’t go upstairs until Sevrin’s father is home and Betsy calls them up for dinner. Actually, she calls Sevrin, but when she sees Charlie she sets another plate.

“Does your mother know you’re here?” Betsy asks Charlie while Sevrin recaps the peanut butter and puts it back in the cabinet.

“Yeah,” Charlie says. “She must.”

Betsy points to the phone and Charlie calls home. He hates talking on the phone; he doesn’t understand what Amanda and Jessie Eagan can possibly find to say for all those hours they talk to each other.

“Tell her you’re sleeping over,” Sevrin coaches Charlie.

“Ask her,” Betsy says pointedly.

Charlie compromises and says, “It’s okay if I sleep over,” to Polly. It’s not really a question, and Charlie knows his mother won’t give him any trouble; whenever Charlie or Amanda is sick Polly’s so distracted she gives in easily to the one who is well.

“Roger,” Charlie says when he hangs up the phone.

“Over and out,” Sevrin says as they sit down at the table, waiting to be fed.

“How about you guys helping out,” Sevrin’s father, Frank, says when he comes into the kitchen.

Sevrin’s father is big on asking them to help out, although Charlie has noticed that Frank never seems to do much of that himself.

“We’ve had an exhausting day,” Sevrin tells his father.

“Oh, really?” Frank says.

“Oh, yeah,” Sevrin tells him. “A mammoth day.”

“A cryptodire of a day,” Charlie says, and he and Sevrin both laugh hysterically.

Betsy dishes out reheated lasagna, and when Frank looks displeased she says, “Sorry. I’ve been working.”

Betsy and Frank are going to fight tonight, the boys can tell. They fight over just about anything, Charlie thinks it’s sort of like watching TV for them. But that’s all right, it will be easier for Sevrin to talk them into letting him and Charlie sleep out in the tent set up in the backyard if they want some privacy. By nine, Frank and Betsy are upstairs in their bedroom, shouting, and Sevrin and Charlie have already set themselves up in the tent with a sleeping bag, two blankets, the five remaining Devil Dogs, a flashlight, and a canteen of cranberry juice.

They’ve been doing this all summer, sometimes twice a week, with Charlie pointing out all the constellations Ivan has taught him: Orion with his white belt, Aquarius with his luminous pitcher of water. But tonight the sky is so beautiful, so starry and so black, that the boys silently edge closer to one another. It’s almost as if they’ve forgotten all they know, that stars are made of gases and are bigger than the earth. They are beneath a huge, black bowl, transfixed by a million points of light. They’re only kids, maybe they shouldn’t be out here all alone. Maybe a meteor will plummet to earth and crush their tent, maybe Sirius will fall out of the sky. When they crawl into the tent they agree to keep the flashlight on all night, they let the dog come into the tent with them, despite his snoring, and they sleep close together, their backs pressed up against each other.

It’s hot, even at midnight, and Charlie and Sevrin both sleep fitfully, but when they wake up neither admits to ever having been scared. They go into the house and, ignoring the breakfast Betsy left out for them before she went up to her study, eat two uncooked Pop-Tarts apiece.

“Let’s not mention the turtle to anyone until we can document the sighting,” Charlie says.

“Absolutely,” Sevrin agrees.

Charlie knows the best way to prove that the turtle exists is a photograph, but he doesn’t know how to get hold of a camera. His mother would never let him touch her Minolta; she treats that camera as if it were gold, and he hasn’t seen the old Polaroid for ages.

Charlie has to be home by noon so he can stay with Amanda—be her servant and bring her Tylenol and juice, while his mother finally takes the Blazer in for new shocks. Sevrin rides Charlie halfway home, and they stop where they always do, on the corner of Ash and Chestnut, exactly halfway between their houses.

“I’d better head home,” Sevrin says. “If I clean my room my dad may get me a new soccer ball.”

Charlie nods his approval, then rolls his bike over the curb.

“See you tomorrow,” Sevrin says. He turns his bike around and starts pedaling. “Hey, idiot,” he shouts when Charlie doesn’t say good-bye. “Adiós.”

“Adiós,” Charlie calls back.

Charlie pedals hard the rest of the way home. The wind is hot, but it feels good anyway. As he speeds past the Crowleys’ house and the Wagoners’, Sevrin is going just as fast in the other direction.

That afternoon the heat doesn’t let up, and at Pearson’s Animal Farm, where Ed Reardon and his wife, Mary, have taken the kids, thick dust rises up and gets into their hair and their clothes. Mary was the one who collected all the stale bread in the breadbox for the ducks and geese, but when they come to the petting zoo she says to Ed, “You go in with them,” and then she heads in the other direction so she can collapse on a bench in the shade.

Ed’s daughters beg for quarters so they can feed the baby llama with bottles. His son, Will, clings to his legs, frightened of the pygmy goats that run up and surround them, nuzzling and pushing, searching for bread.

“They can’t hurt you,” Ed tells his son.

Just to show Will how gentle the goats are, Ed reaches to pat one on the head and gets butted for his troubles. He picks Will up so he can toss bread down for the goats without fear of being trampled. In the shade, Mary undoes several buttons on her blouse and fans herself with her hand. Ed watches her, puzzled, then he realizes what he’s seeing. From this distance she looks displeased. Happiness has come easily to them, they haven’t had to struggle for it, but lately they’ve had silences, and these lapses make Ed suspicious of their happiness. He can tell Mary things that upset him terribly—as he did last night, when he mentioned Amanda Farrell’s disturbingly low white blood count and his decision to run a series of tests, tests whose positive results would be disastrous—and get no response whatsoever from Mary. Does she not listen to him? Has she heard so many stories about his patients that she simply tunes him out?

“Are you all right?” Ed asks Mary when the children have had enough of the petting zoo and are ready for the small carousel and the bumper cars.

“Of course I am,” Mary says. She pulls Will onto her lap and feels in his diaper to see if he needs a change. He was potty-trained for a week and has had a temporary setback.

Ed’s beeper goes off and he quickly reaches to turn it off.

“We’ll meet you at the carousel,” Mary says.

“Sorry,” Ed says. He says this every time he’s called away by his service.

“If I’m not used to it by now, I never will be,” Mary says, but still, Ed wonders. Sometimes he thinks that Mary blames him for his patients’ illnesses, that she half believes he uses his work as an excuse to get away from his own family.

Ed plans to make it fast and get back before the kids are off the carousel, but he has to search for a pay phone. Finally he spies one behind the refreshment stand. It’s three o’clock, nap time, and children all over Pearson’s Animal Farm are cranky, refusing to walk, demanding ice cream, being scolded by their parents. When he phones his service he’s told that the lab wants to speak with him directly. He has to search his pockets for change and he’s sorry now that he gave his daughters all his quarters. The phone feels too cold in his hand; the buttons stick as he punches in the number for the lab. He knows something is wrong, he can feel it by the way the air crackles with heat. Ed makes them repeat it twice: An organism called cryptosporidium has been found in Amanda’s stool sample. That’s what’s been causing her diarrhea, but Ed knows this is just an opportunistic disease. He feels dizzy even before he’s told that Amanda Farrell, whom he has seen through chicken pox, ear infections, and inoculations, as well as a broken arm and a worrisome appendectomy, has tested positive for AIDS. Ed Reardon, a graduate of Harvard Medical School, who completed both his internship and residency at Children’s Hospital in Boston and who has been in private practice for twelve years, sits down on the ground behind the refreshment stand that serves lemonade and popcorn.

He doesn’t plan to move for a long time.

That night is quiet, there is no longer the chorus of katydids that rang through the air all summer. The heat breaks suddenly, at midnight; a thread of thin, milky clouds makes a ring around the moon. It’s amazing that nightmares don’t travel through a town the way chicken pox does, swept through open windows, slipping around the corners of doors left ajar.

Ivan loves cool weather, so he gets a particularly good night’s sleep and the next morning he’s at the institute before nine. The institute is in a small house directly across from the town green, a circle of grass bordered by hostas and late-blooming lilies, which was once used as a communal grazing area. Out by the marsh, near Red Slipper Beach, is the domelike building that houses the telescope. Charlie now takes the huge telescope for granted, but Ivan can remember the amazed look on Charlie’s face when he first saw the ceiling open to reveal the sky. Usually, Ivan drives down to Red Slipper Beach once a night, although lately the graduate students have been doing most of the viewing as the astronomers prepare their papers. Ivan has a lot of preparing to do before the Orlando conference. His particular interest is the supernova, and one has just occurred. Actually, it occurred one hundred seventy thousand years ago, but it has just now been sighted over South America. Ivan can’t help wondering whether, if he were affiliated with MIT or Stanford instead of the poorly funded institute, he might be in Chile right now, instead of getting information secondhand at the conference. Ivan is not used to feeling dissatisfied and it eats at him. There are four astronomers at the institute, five graduate students, and two secretaries. He has always liked the intensity of the place, the smallness. Now he wonders if perhaps he hasn’t settled for second best.

When he was young, Ivan seemed like an affable, even-tempered boy, but he wasn’t. From the time he was ten he had two plans of action: to become a scientist and to get out of New Jersey and away from his family. He still considers his acceptance to MIT his salvation. Both of his parents are dead, but his two sisters, Ilene and Natalie, still live in Fair-lawn. They see each other every weekend, and Nat and her family live in the big brick house where they grew up. Ivan knows they talk about him—he overheard a remark in the kitchen of the old house after his father’s funeral. Actually, it was Polly they were blasting, because she wore no makeup and no jewelry other than her wedding ring, but it might as well have been a direct attack upon Ivan. What it comes down to, Ivan knows, is that he and his sisters grew up in the same house but have always inhabited different worlds.

They still cannot understand what Ivan does for a living, or why he does it. How they can be made from the same genetic material and be so completely different is more of a mystery to Ivan than any riddle in this galaxy or any other. And maybe that’s why Charlie brings him such pleasure. Not that Ivan loves one of his children more than the other, but Charlie is like him. He cares about clouds and constellations; he may not listen when he’s told to clean his room, but he always listens to the sound of crickets in the tall grass, he never fails to keep watch for changes in the sky.

Ivan is at his desk before any of his colleagues, with a hot cup of coffee and a buttered roll he picked up on the way. He is looking at the data from their computer, tied into NASA, when the phone rings. He doesn’t bother to answer until one of the secretaries, Monica, buzzes him, and then he knows it’s for him. He guesses that it’s Polly, calling to remind him of something he’s forgotten—he’s been doing a lot of forgetting these days—but it’s a man’s voice, one he doesn’t recognize.

“It’s Ed,” the voice tells him.

“Ed,” Ivan repeats, and it takes him a moment before he can place this Ed as the kids’ doctor.

“I’d like you to come in this morning,” Ed says.

Ivan wonders if they owe Dr. Reardon for the kids’ last checkup. He knows he paid the mortgage this month, and the electric company, but more than that he cannot remember.

“How about ten?” Ed says.

“The hell of it is,” Ivan says, “I’ve got a paper to finish before Friday. Have you tried Polly? She’s got the checkbook anyway.”

All morning, Ed has been telling himself it would be easier to tell Ivan alone, without Polly; a scientist could better accept the random path of a virus. Now he knows he’s been kidding himself. No one can accept the indiscriminate order of cruelty. No one can even begin to explain it, and yet this is exactly what he has to try to do.

“How about ten-thirty?” Ed Reardon presses.

“Come on, Ed,” Ivan kids him. “Don’t you think I’m a little old for your practice?”

There is silence on the other end of the wire. Ivan can hear his own heartbeat.

“All right,” Ivan says. “I’m leaving now.”

He tells Monica he’ll be back after lunch, then stops into Max Lyman’s office and tells him he can’t play squash this week. It takes him less than fifteen minutes to get over to Reardon’s office. He tells the nurse, the blond one, that he’s here, and she quickly goes into the doctor’s office. Does he imagine that she looks uncomfortable? Does he imagine the edge of panic?

The waiting room is crowded. Ivan finds a space on the couch, but he feels too big for the room. He hasn’t been here with either of the kids for over a year, and he can’t quite remember whether that’s because the kids have been healthy or because Polly’s taken over that job. The first few years they’d been here constantly, with both Charlie and Amanda. Ear infections, mainly. For a while it seemed there wasn’t a month when one of the kids didn’t have one.

Ed Reardon comes out, walks right to him, and shakes his hand firmly.

“Let’s go into my office,” Ed says. He doesn’t let go of Ivan’s hand.

A toddler lets out a yelp as soon as he sees the doctor, and her mother holds her so she can’t run out of the office.

“I can see you’re a popular guy,” Ivan jokes.

Ed opens the door to his office and motions for Ivan to go in first. Ivan can feel himself being watched as he sits down in a chair facing the desk. And that’s when he knows something is wrong.

Later, as he drives home, Ivan will pull over to the side of the road, not far from where there are wild raspberries Polly and the children like to pick every summer. He has been crying since he left Ed Reardon’s office, but now he begins to howl. It is a terrifying sound. It comes from deep inside him, but it doesn’t seem to belong to him, he can hear it from the outside, as if it were somebody else’s pain. All the mornings when he could not wait to leave the house and get to the institute come back to him, the times when he was too tired to see who was crying in the middle of the night and sent Polly to check, the spilled milk, the annoying sound of cartoons on Saturdays, the vacations he and Polly have planned, just the two of them, so they could get away.

When the howling stops, Ivan sits motionless behind the steering wheel and he holds onto it. It crosses his mind that he should kill Ed Reardon. Ed is the one who diagnosed Amanda’s appendicitis. There was unexpected bleeding during her surgery; Ivan remembers being told she needed a transfusion. That was when she was given the contaminated blood. For five years Ivan has been losing her without knowing it. Every time he has sent her to her room for being fresh, every time he missed a gymnastics meet, every hour he has spent looking at dead stars, he has been losing her.

And now, on a Thursday morning, as blackbirds light on the brambles that grow alongside the road, he has lost her.


CHAPTER 4

They can hear traffic out on the street. Amanda is wearing white jeans and a T-shirt patterned with clouds; her hair is pulled back with two barrettes shaped like Scotties. On this doctor’s desk there is a container of jelly beans, the expensive kind with flavors like blueberry and chocolate and mint. The doctor is pretty and Amanda likes the earrings she wears, slices of silver moons that swing back and forth each time the doctor moves her head.

“Do you understand what a virus is?” the doctor asks. She is a specialist in pediatric AIDS named Ellen Shapiro.

Amanda nods her head yes. She looks so serious, the way she does in class when she has to learn a lesson on which she’ll later be tested. Polly forces herself to look away from her daughter. In a hard-backed chair, on the other side of Amanda, Ivan is motionless; he’s like a man made out of stone. The window is open and the city sounds of Boston are jarring to someone used to the quiet of Morrow. In Morrow, the wind makes more noise than anything else; it rattles the leaves from the trees in November, it whooshes down the chimneys on wild January nights and breaks the thin, blue icicles off the rain gutters. A long time ago, ages ago, when Polly was a little girl in New York, she never noticed the sounds of traffic. Now, she hears not only the traffic but also something underneath the whir of engines and the horns honking. She could swear it was the sound of someone screaming.

Polly and Ivan have made a vow not to cry in front of Amanda, and they’ve kept to it, but when they’re alone they break down suddenly, they find themselves weeping when they brush their teeth, when they reach for socks in a dresser drawer. They do not think about why it is that they haven’t touched once since Ivan locked the bedroom door and told Polly, or why they both have this horrible feeling of culpability, as if there must have been something they could have done to prevent this, if only they had been better parents.

Yesterday, before they told Amanda, they sent Charlie on the bus down to New York to visit Polly’s parents. It was more than just wanting to protect him; the presence of any healthy child, even Charlie, makes what is happening to Amanda realer. They constantly consider the possibility of a misdiagnosis, but when they lie in bed at night, without touching, each feels completely without hope.

When they told her, she stared at them as though they’d gone crazy.

“No, I’m not,” Amanda had said, puzzled. “I’m not sick.”

While Ivan explained about the blood transfusion and the virus, Amanda chewed bubble gum and stared at the ceiling. When he was done, she sighed and said, “All right. How much school do I have to miss?”

“We don’t know about school,” Ivan had said.

The look Amanda gave him raised goosebumps along Polly’s skin.

“What!” Amanda had shouted. “You have to know.”

Polly tried to put her arms around her, but Amanda bolted from the table. She stood between the sink and the refrigerator, cornered, a wild look in her eye.

“I can’t be sick!” Amanda screamed at them. “Don’t you understand anything! I can’t miss school!”

She ran up to her room and locked herself in, and they let her. They let her sit in the dark and cry, they let her listen to one cassette tape after another, and when she came back downstairs at a little after nine that night, they nodded when she said her eyes might look funny because she was tired. They sat around the kitchen table, eating chocolate ice cream. But they didn’t look at each other; they didn’t dare speak above a whisper. They’ve become sleepwalkers, wandering through their own nightmares, each avoiding the others for fear that a word, a conversation, a kiss will make them realize they aren’t dreaming.

This morning, before they set off for Boston, Polly made a pot of strong coffee. She poured herself a cup, but she couldn’t drink it. The house was much too quiet; it was like the house in a dream that even the dreamer knows is not quite right simply because the edges of things blur. Polly is afraid that if she reaches for a coffee cup her hand will go through a wall, if she turns on the tap instead of water out will come spiders and stones. This is the kind of dream where everything too terrible to imagine suddenly happens, it happens when your back is turned, just when you think everything is fine.

When the phone rang, Polly answered before she thought better of it. It was Betsy Stafford, calling to give her hell.

“If you’re playing at being a photographer, just tell me,” Betsy had said, without giving Polly a chance to say anything. “I’ll get someone else to work with me.”

Polly was so numb she hadn’t recognized Betsy’s voice and she had recoiled from the phone in shock, wondering if someone was making an obscene phone call.

“We had a meeting yesterday and you weren’t there. No phone call. No appearance. No nothing.”

Polly realized then who it was, but she still could not speak. When she opened her mouth her tongue felt cottony. At the time when Polly should have been at Laurel Smith’s cottage she and Ivan were meeting with Ed Reardon to discuss the series of diagnostic tests scheduled at Children’s Hospital. Twice, Polly had to hold Ivan back, or he would have attacked Ed. And even then, when Ivan promised to hear Ed out, he was shaking, ready to erupt. He had a crazy look on his face, like a madman behind the wheel who’s just waiting for someone to cut him off on the road so he can pull his gun. It was terrifying to see Ivan look this way; he is the least violent person Polly has ever known, he won’t kill an ant, he’ll calmly back down from most arguments. It’s not a question of Ivan’s not knowing his own size and strength, he’s simply not built to fight. He’d worry too much about the other guy. But there, in the doctor’s office, Ivan kept cracking his knuckles; he wasn’t looking anyone in the eye. He has already told Polly that, as far as he’s concerned, Amanda’s been murdered. He is looking for suspects; if he could ever find out who donated the blood Amanda got, he would break that person’s neck, he would listen to the bones snap. He’ll never find that person, but from the way he was acting, it appeared that Ed Reardon was the next best thing. He seemed not to be listening as Ed and Polly discussed how important it was to Amanda that she stay in school, but he was still making that awful sound with his knuckles, and then, for no reason at all, he stood up suddenly and, facing Ed, shouted, “God damn you!”

Polly finds herself thinking about that crazy look on Ivan’s face more often than she should. She was thinking about it all the while Betsy was yelling at her; she couldn’t stop herself, it was like something stuck in her brain and she had to replay that one image of Ivan, again and again.

“This morning you were supposed to be at my place at eight-thirty to go over the latest proofs,” Betsy told her. “What the hell have you been doing? Making breakfast for your kids?”

“Amanda’s sick,” Polly had said then.

“Well, then call me!” Betsy said. “Let me know when we can reschedule. Show some shred of professionalism. Meanwhile, Laurel had an amazing reading. This new client of hers is so uptight that she was floored by the experience and I had to lend her a Valium.”

“She’s really sick,” Polly said.

“What do you mean?” Betsy said.

“She has AIDS,” Polly said. It was the first time she had said the word aloud. It seemed an impossible word, one she shouldn’t even know.

“She had a transfusion five years ago. They say she has AIDS.”

There was complete silence on the other end of the phone. Finally Betsy said, “Oh, my God. It’s not possible.”

“No,” Polly had said. “It’s not possible.”

“Forget about the book,” Betsy had told her. “Forget about it until this whole thing is over.”

Polly did not like the sound of that. When she looked down at her own hands they looked old. She could have been looking at her mother’s hands.

“All right,” Polly agreed.

“Oh, Christ,” Betsy said then. “I forgot that Charlie was supposed to come over today. I have to take Sevrin for new shoes. School,” she explained. “He has to have Reeboks.”

“Charlie’s in New York. We sent him to my parents’. We can’t tell him yet.”

“Of course not,” Betsy had said. “Especially when it may all blow over. That happens all the time. My mother was diagnosed as having breast cancer. They wanted to operate immediately, but my mother, in her usual difficult manner, said absolutely not. They gave her a year at most to live, and that was eight years ago. Shows you how much doctors know.”

But this doctor at Children’s Hospital seems to know quite a lot. She explains the AIDS virus to Amanda matter-of-factly.

“An immune system is what keeps you healthy,” Ellen Shapiro says. “It’s like an army that helps fight off viruses.”

“I don’t understand,” Amanda says.

“Well, without that army, that immune system, the body is more likely to pick up diseases. It can’t fight off infections. AIDS shuts down the immune system and leaves you open to diseases you wouldn’t get if you hadn’t been infected with AIDS.”

“I understand that,” Amanda says. She leans forward in her chair. “I don’t understand why kids get it.”

Polly can’t stop herself before something escapes from inside her. She coughs to disguise the sob. Ivan looks over at her; he has that same strange look so that his eyes are blank. He told Polly once about seeing a dog run over on Route 16; when he got out of his car and saw the blood he felt as though he himself were drained, as though there were nothing inside him.

Ellen Shapiro gets up and comes around to their side of the desk. She sits on the edge of the desk and puts her hand on Amanda’s shoulder.

“I don’t either,” she says.

Amanda jerks away from Ellen Shapiro, her face flushed with anger. “You should,” Amanda says. “Doctors are supposed to know.”

“It’s a new disease,” Ellen Shapiro says gently. “We’re learning more about it all the time.”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Amanda says. She turns to her mother. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

“All right,” Polly says.

And why should Amanda have to stay here? A team headed by Dr. Shapiro has already examined her. They have found two small lesions in her mouth, at the base of her tongue, and they’ve agreed with Ed Reardon’s observation that her glands and lymph nodes are swollen, her muscles inflamed. No one had to tell Polly that Amanda has lost close to ten pounds; she can tell that by the way Amanda’s clothes hang loosely. The white jeans Amanda wears used to be so tight Polly had to help her with the zipper. Now the jeans are cinched with a woven blue belt.

“I’ll be working with your doctor at home,” Ellen Shapiro says.

“That’s comforting,” Ivan says. “That makes my day.”

Ellen Shapiro writes down her phone number on a yellow pad, tears off the paper, and hands it to Polly. “You can call me anytime you have questions. I hope you will.”

“You think you can answer our questions?” Ivan says.

“You have to understand that this is nobody’s fault,” Ellen Shapiro says. When Ivan looks away, the doctor turns to Polly. “You know that.”

“I know it,” Polly says.

She doesn’t blame Ed Reardon for diagnosing Amanda’s appendicitis. In fact, she feels comforted by Ed; she’s taken to calling him several times a day.

Why is it that she still feels that someone, something, must be to blame?

Out in the hallway, Polly puts one arm over Amanda’s shoulders as they walk toward the elevator. They follow behind Ivan, and Polly thinks about how annoying it was when she and Ivan would go out on a date and he’d walk so quickly she’d have to struggle to keep up with him. She used to tease him and say he got into the habit of walking so fast because as a boy he wanted to get away from his family so badly; he was looking for giant steps to get him out of New Jersey. Over the years, Ivan has slowed his pace, but sometimes when he’s with the children Polly has noticed that they have to run or be left behind.

“Let’s just get out of here,” Ivan says when they reach the elevator. “Let’s go out for pizza.”

Polly stares at him.

“I’m serious,” Ivan says. “We’ll go to the North End.”

Amanda looks at the floor and starts to cry.

“Honey,” Polly says, but Amanda turns away from her. “Great idea,” Polly says to Ivan. “Just fabulous.”

Ivan ignores Polly. He goes over to Amanda and leans down so he can whisper. “What do you say we just go home?” he says.

“Yeah,” Amanda says, her voice thick.

Polly hits the down button for the elevator. They won’t be able to keep Charlie out of this any longer; it’s going to take over their lives. Polly knows she’s a coward, but she’s going to ask her father to tell Charlie. She just can’t do it, and she’s afraid to ask Ivan, afraid of what he’ll say to a little boy.

“I shouldn’t have been so mean to that doctor,” Amanda says. Her voice is small, the way it always is after she’s cried.

“She didn’t seem to mind,” Polly says.

Polly thinks she may dissolve if the elevator doesn’t come soon. They keep this hospital much too hot; there is always the sound of metal, wheels creaking, machinery, bedpans and food trays hitting against each other on shiny silver carts. She will do whatever she can to keep Amanda out of here.

“I just shouldn’t have talked to her that way,” Amanda says. “I have to be nice to her.”

They are standing in front of the elevator. Polly turns Amanda so that they’re facing each other.

“You don’t have to be nice to anyone you don’t want to be nice to,” Polly tells her.

“I’d better,” Amanda says. “If I want her to cure me.”

Amanda steps into the elevator when the doors open, and Polly and Ivan follow her in. Ivan pushes the button for the lobby, and as the elevator begins its descent, Polly allows herself one dizzying moment of hope. She leans toward Ivan; she’s missed him. Falling together through space, they reach for each other and hold hands, and they don’t let go until they get to the lobby.

That night Amanda realizes she is afraid of the dark. She switches on the light in her closet and leaves the door open. She turns on her desk lamp and then gets into bed, but she can’t close her eyes. Things look strange. The belts on a hook in her closet look more like black snakes, her old stuffed animals up on the shelf above her dresser look scary, they look as if their eyes are moving around in their heads.

Amanda forces herself to stay in bed and keep her head on her pillow. She tries an old trick her mother once taught her, when she was little and prone to nightmares. She will only think about things she likes; she will make a list of a hundred wonderful things, and, if she’s lucky, she will be asleep before she runs out of wonderful things.

Soon it will be impossible to sleep with the windows open, except for those few miraculous Indian summer nights when the moon is orange and the air is deceitful and warm. But now, it’s still summer, at least on the calendar. It’s good to think about apple pies, and silver gypsy bracelets, and pink silk bathrobes, the kind with lace that are too expensive to buy. It’s good to think about rabbits on the grass and the way her father smiles when they meet someone on the street and he introduces her as his daughter. Someday she’ll drink beer, she’ll have a scarlet dress with a wide silver belt, and earrings so long they’ll brush her shoulders.

Late that night, sometime after midnight, after Amanda has fallen asleep, and Ivan has turned one last time and finally fallen asleep as well, Polly gets out of bed and pulls on a pair of jeans and an old gray T-shirt. She’s very quiet when she walks down the hall; she doesn’t make a sound. The only problem is that she doesn’t know where she’s going. The dishes have all been rinsed off and put in the dishwasher. There’s no point in pretending to have a cup of tea. Standing in the kitchen, in the dark, Polly hears the squeak of an exercise wheel from the basement and remembers that Charlie asked her to feed his specimens. She switches on the dim stairway light and goes downstairs. It smells like animals and earth; Polly wonders what the mice that run through their house think when they come upon this section of the basement and find Charlie’s hamsters and field mice in their warm cages, so lazy and well nourished.

The field mice stare at Polly as she gets out their bag of food. They’re not white, like pet store mice, but small and brown with black eyes; if one ran across the floor you’d think it was a shadow, nothing more.

Tonight, Charlie is sleeping at her parents’ house in Polly’s old room, which was turned into a den years ago, with a pull-out couch for overnight visitors. Polly used to have an oak spindle bed that her father, Al, found at a flea market out on Long Island. Polly watched him refinish the bed on weekends, down in the basement of the building where he was, and still is, the superintendent. It was warm down there in all seasons, because of the hot-water pipes that ran overhead. Al usually gave two or three half-wild cats free run of the basement, to chase away “mouse cousins,” and his cats, which were often large and mean, certainly seemed ready, willing, and able should a rat ever be stupid enough to cross them. Al swiped things from the kitchen for them, cans of tunafish, Swiss cheese, chicken wings. He called the cats his “boys,” regardless of their sex, and he always said to Polly, “Let’s not mention the boys’ dinner to your mother,” when they took a stolen treat down to the basement.

Polly still wonders if she should have realized that something was wrong between her parents, but what happened to them seemed as much a surprise to Al as to anyone else. On weekends in the summer he went out to Long Island, to Blue Point, to go fishing, and one Sunday he didn’t come back. Polly remembers what she and her mother had for dinner that night: meatloaf, roasted potatoes, and lima beans. There was Jell-O for dessert, the kind only Al liked, with chunks of pineapple in it.

“We’ll just save your father’s dinner,” Polly’s mother, Claire, had said.

Claire wrapped the plate in aluminum foil and put it in the refrigerator, where it stayed for four days before she finally threw it out. When tenants called up, Claire lied and said Al was sick with the flu and wouldn’t be able to fix the pipes or paint the hallway until the following week. She wrote down every complaint on a piece of yellow paper, which she kept by the phone.

“What if he doesn’t come back?” Polly asked her mother.

“We’ll just tell them he’s still down with the flu,” Claire told her.

When Polly was in bed she could hear her mother crying, but in the mornings Claire never said a word against Al, never acted as if the morning were anything unusual now that it was just the two of them at the table eating eggs. One night, Polly woke up suddenly, in a sweat. She got out of bed, she had a lump in her throat, and when she went into the living room all the lights were on, but the apartment was empty. There was no one in her parents’ bedroom, in the kitchen, or the bathroom. She was alone, they had both left her.

Polly knew she couldn’t stay in that empty apartment. She could feel her heart pounding. She put her shoes on and pulled a sweater over her nightgown; she took five dollars from a secret place she knew about under the sink. She was breathing hard and she may have been crying, but she wasn’t about to wait around for them, not when they’d left her. She could starve all alone, she could die of thirst.

Their apartment was on the first floor, so once she was out in the hallway, all Polly had to do was walk through the heavy double doors onto the street, walk two blocks east, and she’d be at the police station. She would turn herself in as an orphan, and they’d know what to do with her. But out in the hallway she saw that the metal door to the basement was ajar and that the lights were on. Polly slipped through the door and listened for robbers, but all she heard was a tapping sound. She didn’t think about cockroaches or rats. She followed the sound down the stairs.

Claire was kneeling down, spooning cat food onto the old chipped plates Al kept down there. The cats were crouched in a corner, watching suspiciously. When she realized someone was watching her, Claire looked up and blinked. “The boys,” she explained.

“You should have let them starve,” Polly told her mother.

“Polly!” Claire said.

“That’s what you should have done,” Polly said.

By the time Al came back, nine days later, Polly hated him. He was visiting a friend, he said, but Polly knew it was a lady friend. She had a little house in Blue Point, with a lawn and a hedge of evergreens. Al had actually taken Polly there once, and she’d waited in the car for nearly an hour, finally falling asleep with her cheek pressed up against the scratchy upholstery.

“Great fishing in Blue Point,” Al said when he came back.

“I’m sure,” Claire said.

“I couldn’t stay there,” Al said.

“So I see,” Claire said and, because it was nearly dinner, she took out some carrots and potatoes to peel.

“That’s it?” Polly had said to her mother. “You’re taking him back?”

“Don’t think you understand everything about grownups, because you don’t,” Al told Polly.

Polly ignored her father. She watched as her mother searched through a drawer for her vegetable peeler. She hated her father, but what she felt for Claire was worse. She didn’t know what it was called, but it was pity, and it changed something between them forever. Even now, Polly cannot look at her mother without thinking of the night her father came home, and so she stays away. She sees her parents as little as possible, and she prefers to go visit them instead of having them come up. That way, she can always leave. But tonight, as she sits in her own basement, she thinks more kindly of her father than she has in years. She thinks of what he taught her: how to change a washer, how to check the underside of a painted dresser drawer and know if it’s made out of oak or pine, how not to be afraid of dark basements, of the noise steam pipes make when they moan and send up heat. Tonight Charlie is asleep in her old room, where the pattern of headlights on the wall used to be as comforting to Polly as fireflies are now, and Polly hopes that tonight, at least, her son sleeps well.

In the morning, no one has to wake Charlie or call him for breakfast. He’s dressed and ready by eight, and he’s one of the first inside the Museum of Natural History. It’s nice and cold in the museum, and Charlie’s breath fogs up the glass as he peers into cases of fossils. He loves coming to the museum; it’s the best part about visiting his grandparents, who live just two blocks away. Usually, his grandfather lets him wander around by himself. Today his grandfather accompanies him from room to room, but that’s all right. It’s not as if he were with his mother, who would talk the whole time.

Charlie’s grandfather appreciates the museum, the smell of it, the darkness, the way footsteps echo. Charlie has begged his parents to let him come to New York on the bus, and they’ve always said no, but now his mother was the one to suggest he go alone. He plans to get Sevrin something from the gift shop, as an apology for not phoning to let him know he wouldn’t be around to take care of the newts. Sevrin has never been to New York and has only been to the Peabody Museum in Cambridge. Charlie plans to get him a patch his mom can sew on his jacket, something tremendously cool—he’s seen some that glow in the dark.

“Look at those bones,” Charlie’s Grandpa Al says every once in a while, as they move from the brontosaurus to the allosaurus. Finally, in front of the tyrannosaurus, he adds, “What a monster.”

When they have been in the museum for a little more than two hours, Charlie’s grandfather says, “My feet hurt. Let’s take a break.”

They haven’t gotten to many of Charlie’s favorite exhibits, haven’t even taken a peek at the mammals, but Charlie’s grandfather can’t be talked into staying. The one thing Charlie insists on is stopping at the gift shop. There he buys a tyrannosaurus patch for Sevrin and then, on impulse, another just like it for himself. It’s not exactly to show they have a private club; they’re too old for that sort of thing. It’s just a badge of their devotion to science. Charlie pays the cashier, then finds his grandfather, who’s waiting for him at the door.

“Can we come back later?” Charlie asks.

It’s hot outside and, after the darkness of the museum, Charlie and Al both blink in the sunlight. The smell of soot and gas fumes hits them.

“Maybe,” Al says. He’s never been a good liar. “Probably not.”

“Okay,” Charlie says. “What about tomorrow? We could spend the whole day here tomorrow.”

“Let’s sit,” Al says.

They head for some benches and Grandpa Al sits. Charlie intends to sit, but it’s impossible to resist the ledge behind the bench. Just as he’s about to climb up, Al pats the bench with the cupped palm of his hand.

“Right next to me,” Charlie’s grandfather tells him.

Charlie sits right next to him, and Al puts his arm around him and squeezes his shoulder.

“I got a call from your mother,” Al says. “I’m going to drive you home tomorrow.”

Charlie looks at him, feeling betrayed. He just got in last night, and this is what he gets? Two hours at the museum?

“This isn’t fair,” Charlie says.

“No,” Al says, “it isn’t.”

This is exactly why it’s impossible to have a fight with Grandpa Al; he always agrees with you.

“Amanda is sick,” Al says. “That’s why I’m taking you home.”

Charlie is wearing old high-topped sneakers. He suddenly realizes that his sneakers are too small. He can feel them cutting into the flesh above his ankle bones.

“How sick?” Charlie says.

“It’s very bad,” Al tells him. “It’s a virus called AIDS.”

Charlie stands up and faces the museum. “I know what AIDS is, I know it’s a virus.”

“She got it from a blood transfusion,” Al says. “Before they knew about AIDS, before they tested for contaminated blood.”

Charlie bites his lip until he draws blood. He is an idiot. He should have known something was wrong when his mother let him come to New York alone. Al comes up behind Charlie and stands close by. Charlie can feel the subway beneath them, he can feel the heat from the sewers. He cannot help wondering if there’s been some mistake.

Maybe it should have happened to him.

That night, Charlie has trouble falling asleep, and when he does he dreams he is no longer human. He dreams there are red stars overhead and bursts of fire. The earth shakes with something deep within itself. He thinks water, because he can smell it. Water means warm, so he tracks the smell. He is lucky to be alive; the eggs of the others like him were more exposed to the cold, and each one froze.

He has trouble remembering anything before now. What it was like following the thing that was like him but bigger, feeding on whatever it left behind, panicking whenever he lost the scent of the thing that was like him but bigger because he knew, if he lost it, it would never turn around to look for him. Turning around, stopping, means the end.

At the very beginning, there were the eggs of the others for him to eat until he could follow the thing that was like him but bigger. They were together until the thing that was like him but bigger wouldn’t let him near its kill and he struck out at it. He heard a roar from his own throat, and he was so hungry that he wouldn’t give up. The thing that was like him but bigger ran away, leaving behind a pool of blood. He was alone then, he no longer followed the thing that was like him because it was no longer bigger.

He knows enough to keep going. Sometimes, he is almost tricked by sunlight. He lies down and feels it soak into his body, feels it could nourish him, but if he stays in one place too long the cold will kill him. There are times when he kills his food, but more often he eats what he finds. Things that no longer move because they have been frozen. He breaks his nails tearing apart their frozen hides. He searches inside their bodies for some warm core, perhaps a den of flesh to sleep in, but he finds nothing that brings him comfort.

Everywhere he goes there were once swamps, water so warm steam rose from the reeds. Things were alive. There was heat, things smaller to kill and eat, endless green plants. That was before his time. He has always been cold. He feels black inside; outside, scales fall from him and freeze as they hit the ground. He doesn’t look up anymore when he hears things explode in the sky. He used to run and hide. He used to claw at the hard, cold earth. Now he just keeps moving. Now he is going toward water. He is looking for something warm. He cannot eat enough to fill his huge body. When he sees others like him he is ready to fight if he has to, but he doesn’t want to use up his strength, so he waits and often the others look at him and flee.

Tyrant lizard is what he will be called, Tyiannosauras rex. But he is no tyrant; he has trouble lifting his legs to walk because the cold starts at the bottom and goes all the way up. Water. He can smell it. He keeps following the scent, the same way he used to follow the thing that was like him but bigger. The earth he walks on is as cold as ever; a thin layer of ice clings to his back and tail, but somewhere, deep inside him, there is still heat.

Charlie wakes near dawn, terrified by the sound of his own heart pounding. He puts his hands on his chest; his skin feels hot through his pajamas. He counts backward from one hundred and, as he does, his heart stops racing. He falls back into a dreamless sleep, and later, when he wakes up, he’s still tired. He can’t stop thinking about his dream. He dawdles over breakfast, he watches TV till noon, he takes his time at lunch and forces himself to have two grilled cheese sandwiches not because he’s hungry, but to waste time.

Late in the afternoon, Charlie’s grandmother sews one of the tyrannosaurus patches on his denim jacket, while his grandfather gets the cooler and packs apples and cheese and beer for the ride. The apartment has old air conditioners, which hum loudly. The slipcovers on the couches are bordered with large pink roses. Charlie’s grandmother will not be driving up with them. She has pointedly not been invited. Claire knows Polly is afraid she’ll break down; Polly has never forgiven her disappointments that happened so long ago Claire doesn’t even remember what they were.

Charlie notices that his grandmother’s hands shake as she sews on the patch. She was once a seamstress at Bendel’s, but her stitches are not as small as they used to be. Charlie kisses her goodbye when she finishes the jacket.

“Don’t you dare turn around and drive back tonight,” Claire tells her husband.

“Do you think I’m crazy?” Al says, and he winks at Charlie.

Charlie’s grandfather has been the building super for thirty-five years. He has his own parking space in the small underground garage, he knows nearly everyone on the block, at least the old-timers, and he can fix almost anything or, at least, make it seem that he has until the next time it breaks down. He built Charlie his first hamster cage, out of wood and chicken wire, and he has several strange habits: he drinks hot water with lemon at breakfast, he refuses to watch a movie made after 1952, and he always drinks a beer when he drives out of Manhattan. The beer is the tangible object that separates the city and Al’s never-ending duties as super. It is what, before today, has always seemed like freedom. Once they’ve gone over the Triborough Bridge, Al asks Charlie to open a bottle of beer.

“It’s just as well your grandmother’s not coming with us,” he tells Charlie. “She doesn’t handle illnesses well. Although, as far as she’s concerned, doctors can cure anything. I always tell her she should have married a doctor. Mind if I smoke a cigar?”

The smell makes Charlie sick, but he says, “Sure,” and gets one from the glove compartment. His grandfather isn’t allowed to smoke at home; he has to sit in the basement if he wants a cigar. Al hands Charlie the cold bottle of beer to hold, then takes the cigar and lights it.

“Do you think she’ll die?” Charlie says.

“Well, son,” his grandfather says, “we’re all going to die, aren’t we?”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a baby,” Charlie says.

“You’re right,” Al says. “I forget how old you are. As far as I can tell, it doesn’t look good.” He glances at Charlie to gauge his reaction. “Want to try that beer?”

Charlie looks over at his grandfather to see if he’s kidding. Al’s eyes are on the road. Charlie takes a swig of beer, which stings as it goes down. It is disgusting. Charlie wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Not bad,” he says.

They take the turnoff for the New England Thru-way. Charlie stares out the window and imagines the tyrannosaurus in his dream. It is taller than any of the trees along the road, taller than the lampposts and the water towers. The sky is clear, the luminous blue it turns on summer evenings, just before dark. Charlie thinks of teeth and claws, blood and bones. He always thought he was smart, and now, quite suddenly, he sees that science has made him stupid. He really believed that, given enough time, science could answer any question, but it cannot answer what is most important: What if there’s no time left?

“I’ve been up and down this road so many times, I know it by heart,” Grandpa Al says. “Want some music?”

“I don’t want to go home,” Charlie says.

“Of course you don’t,” Al says, his foot steady on the gas.

They drive the rest of the way in silence except for the few songs Charlie’s grandfather sings, old songs Charlie doesn’t know the words to, love songs Al himself can barely remember. After they skirt Boston, the air begins to feel salty. They drive on 95, past Peabody, and Gloucester, and Ipswich. At the exit for Morrow, they see three white herons walking along the side of the road. Charlie’s grandfather switches on the high beams and he has a second beer, not quite cold enough to be good for anything, certainly not for quenching his thirst. There are no more fireflies, and it’s gotten darker earlier than it did only a few days ago. They drive through town, past the green and the shops.

“Almost there,” Al says mournfully.

They turn onto Chestnut Street, go half a block, then pull into the driveway. Ivan is out on the front porch, waiting for them maybe, or just getting some air. He stands up when the car pulls in. Charlie is afraid to look at his father, but he does anyway. His father looks just the same as he did when he drove Charlie to the bus, only now he’s wearing a blue shirt, beige slacks, and loafers without any socks. He stands in front of the house and doesn’t move; he’s frozen in place. Charlie starts to open the car door before the car comes to a stop. As he walks to his father, the patch Charlie’s grandmother stitched on his jacket begins to glow like a piece of ashy, forgotten meteor.

Charlie does his best not to talk to anyone for the rest of the evening, and as soon as he can, he escapes up to his room. When Amanda comes to his room, the light is off and she can’t make anything out.

“Are you here?” she says.

The window is open and the white rice-paper shade moves back and forth, hitting against the sill. The children’s grandfather is spending the night, and he and their mom and dad are out on the porch, drinking beer and talking low. So low, Amanda is pretty certain that they’re talking about her.

“I’m here,” Charlie says.

For some reason he doesn’t want to take any of his clothes off before going to bed, not even his jacket. Amanda sees the phosphorescent dinosaur patch and she follows it to the bed. She sits down on the edge of the bed, and, though her eyes haven’t adjusted to the dark, she can feel Charlie’s presence.

“I guess you didn’t get to spend a lot of time at the museum,” Amanda says.

“Two hours,” Charlie says.

“That patch is pretty neat,” Amanda says. She can see his face now.

“How do you feel?” Charlie asks Amanda formally.

“They’re all crazy,” Amanda says. “I’m fine. I’m great.”

“Yeah,” Charlie quickly agrees.

“I wish I could have gone to New York instead of going to that disgusting hospital,” Amanda says.

Amanda is the one who really should have gone to New York. She’s the one who’s so wild to live there.

“See anybody famous?” she asks.

She is a maniac for famous people and has already seen George Burns, James Taylor, Sting, and Carol Channing, all walking down the street, and nobody, except for Amanda, even stared at them.

“Nah,” Charlie says. “It’s too close to Labor Day. All the famous people go to their vacation homes.”

“Mick Jagger goes to Montauk,” Amanda says wistfully.

They listen to the rice-paper shade hitting against the sill.

“I wish it was the beginning of the summer,” Charlie says.

They can hear their father’s raised voice outside; he is arguing with someone, their mom or Grandpa Al, but they can’t make out the words. They don’t want to.

“Don’t tell Mom,” Amanda whispers. “My throat hurts.”

Charlie reaches into his pocket; behind the dinosaur patch he bought for Sevrin there’s a roll of Life Savers.

“Here,” he says. He puts the roll of Life Savers into Amanda’s hand and recoils when he feels how cold her hand is.

“You can’t catch it from touching me or anything like that,” Amanda tells him.

“I know,” Charlie says, embarrassed. He wasn’t afraid of that, he was afraid of the cold. He thinks of his tyrannosaurus walking on the icy ground as the sky fills with shooting stars. “You can keep the whole roll,” he says.

Amanda takes a cherry Life Saver and pops it into her mouth. “Thanks,” she says.

Since they told her, Amanda has been afraid to go to sleep, but she’s always tired early. She stands up now. Her eyes have adjusted and she can see Charlie, huddled against the wall, still wearing his jeans and his jacket and his sneakers.

“I just wanted to find out how New York was,” Amanda says.

Charlie reaches into his pocket and feels the edges of Sevrin’s dinosaur patch.

“I got you a present,” Charlie says.

“What’s the joke?” Amanda says.

“No joke,” Charlie tells her.

He moves to the side of the bed and throws his legs over, so his feet reach the floor. He hands Amanda the dinosaur patch, which glows through its cellophane.

“I’m going to put this on my gym bag,” Amanda says.

“Great,” Charlie says.

“Is this really for me?” Amanda says.

“I gave it to you, didn’t I?” Charlie says.

“What’d you do, put poison on it?”

“Look, if you don’t want it, just give it back,” Charlie says.

“No way,” Amanda tells him. “Thanks, beetle brain.”

“You’re welcome, dogface,” Charlie counters.

“Just remember,” Amanda says, “no backsies.”

“All right, all right.” Charlie kicks off his sneakers and, realizing how warm it is tonight, takes off his jacket and stretches out on his bed.

“No backsies,” he agrees.


CHAPTER 5

Polly has always taken the children shopping to Bradlee’s for new clothes and school supplies, and she doesn’t intend to stop now. The parking lot is a madhouse, but even before they get there Polly’s so tense that her neck aches. A nervous childhood habit of hers has returned; she has begun to grind her teeth.

“Mom!” Amanda shouts, when a Volvo backing up nearly hits them.

Polly doesn’t slow down. She’s been cheated out of everything else, she’s not about to get cheated out of the parking space she spies in the second row. She pulls in so fast that the children are jettisoned forward before being pulled back by their seatbelts.

“Good going, Mom,” Charlie says from the backseat.

Polly is sweating hard. She would have killed to get this parking space. All over the lot there are mothers whose only concern is finding the right-size corduroy slacks and sweaters. Polly and Ivan have met with Ed Reardon three times this week, and he’s let them know that the biggest threat to Amanda right now is pneumonia. Their decision to let her go to school is a dangerous one, not for the other children but for Amanda, who could easily pick up any of the multitudes of viruses that so often sweep through classrooms. But how can they keep Amanda from the one thing she wants that she can still have? Afraid that she’ll pick up a stomach virus any other kid would be free of in twenty-four hours but which might keep her in bed for weeks, do they isolate her completely? That can’t be kindness.

It can’t be what’s best.

Last night, at supper, they talked about the gymnastics finals, which are always held in June. Not only does Amanda believe she’ll be in the finals, she’s certain she’ll win. She is already planning her floor-exercise routine for the first meet at the end of September, practicing on the gray exercise mat down in the basement, playing her tape, Madonna’s “True Blue,” so often that Polly already knows the song by heart.

As they walk from the car to the store, Polly has to fight off the urge to touch Amanda. Buying Amanda new school clothes feels like signing her death warrant; what Polly would like to do is keep her daughter home and lock all the doors. She can’t understand how Ivan can continue to go to the institute every day, even though they have promised to go on with their normal lives as best they can, because as far as Polly is concerned her work is over and done with. She would not spend one minute in the darkroom Ivan made out of the laundry room in the basement if that meant a minute away from Amanda. Everything that excludes Amanda is wasted time. But, of course, Polly knows she’s not allowed to let anyone see that nothing but Amanda matters.

Inside Bradlee’s the air conditioning is turned on high and the fluorescent lights flicker. Polly grabs a shopping cart and heads directly to Preteen Girls. Charlie, who hates new clothes, has already slunk away to the school-supplies section. Amanda begins to look through a rack of dresses, all of which seem to be purple and which, at least to Polly, look exactly the same. As Polly tosses several pairs of tights into the cart, Amanda comes over with two of the purple dresses.

“Not both,” Polly says automatically.

Instantly, she regrets what she’s said. What the hell difference does it make if Amanda gets both dresses?

“I need them both …” Amanda begins, with a whine.

“All right,” Polly says quickly, before Amanda can explain. She takes the dresses, drapes them over the cart, then moves on to pajamas. She looks up to see Amanda studying her. Before Polly can roll the cart over to the next aisle, Amanda comes over and takes one of the dresses out of the cart.

“This one’s not so great,” Amanda says.

“Yes, it is,” Polly tells her.

Polly tries to grab the dress back, but Amanda is too fast for her. Amanda returns the dress to the rack, and while she’s there she meets up with someone she knows, another sixth-grader ready to be outfitted for fall. Polly watches carefully to see if somehow the difference in the girls, one sick, one well, shows. This girl, whoever she is, is not as pretty as Amanda, and when her mother tells her it’s time to go she gives her mother a sour look. Then she says something that Amanda finds hysterically funny, and they both hide their faces and giggle. Some anti-mother crack, no doubt.

Polly was never taken to shops to be outfitted for school. Her mother made everything by hand, and Polly despised every stitch. The clothes Claire made were too sophisticated; when the other girls were wearing pink plaid, Polly wore a black velvet skirt with a matching cloche. She had dropped waists when crinolines were in. She wishes now that she still had those clothes, realizes that her mother had a real talent for fashion. Nothing her mother made could have survived; Polly treated them all horribly, spilling ink on them, tearing hems as she undressed.

“You big careless girl!” Claire had yelled once, when she found a white satin blouse she’d finished only days before where Polly had left it, jumbled into a ball on the floor. Later, Polly had seen her mother crying as she ironed the blouse. Her mother was then the same age Polly is now. Ironing, her hair pulled back with combs, Claire had seemed so old. Polly remembers thinking how ridiculous it was for a grown-up woman to be crying in the kitchen.

While Polly is watching the girls, Charlie dumps a looseleaf notebook and a Terminator lunchbox into the cart. The crash makes Polly jump.

“Don’t sneak up on me!” Polly says.

“That’s Janis Carter,” Charlie says of the girl Amanda’s met. “She has a Great Dane that’s bigger than she is. It’s smarter than she is, too.”

She’s not smart, she’s not pretty, she gives her mother sour looks. A great big careless girl who will live till she is an old woman and has great-grandchildren gathered around her.

“Go get two pairs of jeans and a sweatshirt,” Polly says. “Meet us on line.”

Charlie stares at her, puzzled.

Polly reaches for two packages of flowered underpants and a nightgown with purple ribbons.

“I don’t know what kind to get,” Charlie says.

“Amanda!” Polly calls. “We have to go.”

Amanda says good-bye to her classmate and starts toward them.

“Mom,” Charlie says, “I don’t know what kind of jeans to get.”

“Don’t act like such a baby!” Polly snaps. “Get whatever you see.”

Amanda has reached them. “I need a really big looseleaf,” she tells Polly.

“All right,” Polly says.

With the air conditioning turned up so high, Polly wonders if Amanda is shivering. Amanda leads the way down the aisle, and Polly follows. On the way to the school supplies, Amanda is waylaid in the jewelry department. Polly helps her to choose three bangle bracelets, all in different shades of purple. As she turns back to the cart, Polly sees that Charlie is still standing where she left him, in the girls’ department. Polly has forgotten, this is happening to him, too. She thinks of the way he followed her everywhere when he was a toddler. The other mothers she knew used to laugh and call him her little duck. “Quack,” he would call to her when he needed her at the park, and the other mothers would laugh and Polly would too, but somehow it broke her heart to know that he would soon talk, like anyone else, that he’d stop following her and clinging to her legs.

When he sees her looking at him, Charlie takes off for the boys’ department, disappearing into the racks of hooded sweatshirts and windbreakers. It is much too cold in Bradlee’s. Polly cannot stand it. Amanda slides bangle bracelets onto her arm, one after another. By the time they have picked up some notebooks and pens and head for the cashier, Charlie is waiting for them, with one pair of jeans that won’t fit him till next September and a dark blue sweatshirt just like one he already has.

As soon as they get home, Charlie goes down to the basement. He hates his mother, and his sister. In fact, he hates everyone. He can’t believe he can feel such horrible things, but he does. He doesn’t plan to steal his mother’s camera, but when he sees the open door of the darkroom he knows he’s going to do it. The camera’s a Minolta, much too expensive for Charlie to fool with. He slips it into his backpack and waits till it’s quiet upstairs. Then he goes up to the kitchen and quickly dials Sevrin, but no one answers. So Charlie goes to the pond alone, determined to get a photograph of the turtle. He realizes that no one will miss him, no one will notice he’s gone. His mother is no more interested in him than she is in her camera. Maybe, just maybe, Charlie won’t even bother to return it. He’ll see how long it takes for Polly to discover what she’s missing.

Now that Polly’s given it up, Betsy Stafford has taken over photographing Laurel Smith’s readings herself. The new client, the skittish one, has agreed to let her sessions be photographed, but it hasn’t been working out well. When Polly took photographs you couldn’t hear her footsteps; she often wore a gray cotton shirt that seemed more like a curl of fog than a piece of clothing on a human form. Betsy’s presence is thick, like the murky grounds in the bottom of a coffeepot.

“Go ahead, act natural,” Betsy says to the new client, but Betsy’s not exactly fading into the woodwork. She curses to herself each time she uses the camera, and she’s had to start and restart the tape in her cassette recorder twice. Laurel Smith can feel beads of perspiration on her forehead and at the base of her neck. It is the Friday of Labor Day weekend, and the beaches are so crowded there’s an echo in the usually quiet marsh. Laurel has found a great deal of resistance in this new client. She seems overly willing to please, but there’s something set about her; she’s someone who believes in only one way of doing anything at all, whether it’s how to store butter or how to reach a departed spirit. This is their second session, and Laurel has had no luck at all in reaching her daughter, a twenty-year-old Boston College student, lost last summer when a sailboat turned over in deep water.

Halfway through this reading, Laurel begins to lie, tentatively at first, and then, when her client leans forward, riveted, with more confidence. She closes her eyes and imagines that she’s twenty again; her voice becomes breathy and higher-pitched as she describes the sunlight filtering through the clear water, through the bright white sail of the boat. As she’s describing her feeling of weightlessness, Laurel opens one eye and sees Betsy watching her. Betsy’s mouth is pursed; she knows Laurel is lying.

“I’m sorry,” Laurel says suddenly. “I just don’t see her anymore. I can’t reach her.”

When the new client leaves, Laurel doesn’t charge her. Betsy grumbles as she packs up her equipment, and, to avoid her, Laurel goes into the kitchen to make iced coffee.

“I’d love some of whatever you’re making,” Betsy calls when she hears ice cubes hit against a glass.

Laurel takes down another glass and fills it with that morning’s coffee. She is disgusted with herself; fakery is all over her, covering her with a layer of foul-smelling dust. She wants to take a shower. She wants to cut off all her hair with a hedge clipper and scatter it for the birds to weave into their nests. With a long silver spoon Laurel mixes cream into each drink. She can hear Betsy rattling around in the living room. Betsy soon comes into the kitchen and stands with her back against the refrigerator.

“You don’t think you might be losing the knack, do you?” Betsy asks as she reaches for one of the iced coffees.

Laurel’s shoulders stiffen. “It will be easier next time, when Polly’s with you,” she says.

She is regretting this arrangement with Betsy. The idea of a book about her made her temporarily insane, fed some part of her that wants fame and money. She wonders if she’s being punished for her greed. This is not her first disastrous reading; for weeks Laurel Smith has been lying to her clients, telling them whatever they want to hear. But this is the first time she has actually spoken in a lost spirit’s voice; she feels like an actress in some horrible nightmare of a play.

“Polly’s not coming back,” Betsy Stafford says now.

Laurel slips her sandals off so she can feel the cool linoleum. In the winter she puts down hooked rugs to keep her feet warm.

“Her daughter is terminally ill,” Betsy tells Laurel. “It is truly unbelievable. She had a blood transfusion before they did any testing, and now she has AIDS.”

Laurel Smith lets that sink in. She wishes she had moved the pink silk lamp Polly liked so much so it could be included in some of her photographs.

“And the worst of it is,” Betsy says, “her son is my son’s best friend. They’ve shared lunches and God knows what else. Her kid has slept in my house half the summer. They may have shared the same bed.”

Laurel realizes all this means something to Betsy because Betsy is shaking. Laurel picks up the stink of fear.

“This is what I have to live with,” Betsy says.

“I don’t understand,” Laurel Smith says, but she’s afraid that she does.

“My son has been in contact with her son,” Betsy says, her voice breaking.

“You’re misunderstanding,” Laurel Smith says. “You can’t catch AIDS like a cold. You have to exchange blood or semen. You can’t get it from any casual contact. Even if you live with that person, even if you’re in the same family.”

“Oh, really?” Betsy says savagely. “Thank you for your medical advice. For all I know, they could have cut their skins with knives and become blood brothers.”

Betsy starts to cry then. She walks away, into the living room, and finishes packing up her equipment as she cries.

Laurel follows Betsy into the living room. “I think you’re overreacting. I really do.”

“Well, it’s not your son, is it?” Betsy says. “And it’s not your worry either.”

After Betsy leaves, Laurel Smith sits on the wicker couch in her tiny living room and looks out at the marsh. The sunlight is so bright it hurts her eyes. Laurel realizes she needs to get out, she needs fresh air. She decides to go to the small market up the road, and Stella, the cat, follows her there. Laurel buys rye bread, a package of cheddar cheese, and three chocolate bars—Kit Kats, her favorite candy the whole time she was married and so depressed. At the last minute she asks for a box of low-tar cigarettes. She has not smoked for four years, but now, on the walk home, she takes the cellophane off the box and lights one of the cigarettes. The smell of sulfur brings tears to her eyes. She has taken the long way home, and as she passes the dirt path that leads to the pond she notices the tire tracks of a bicycle. Laurel Smith dislikes and distrusts Betsy Stafford, but she realizes that some of the stink of Betsy’s fear has rubbed off on her. That is why she had a sudden urge for a cigarette, to replace that dank odor of panic with anything, even sulfur.

“Come on,” Laurel says to Stella. “Don’t you dare go in there.”

Stella is poised near the path leading to the pond, ready to run off through the brambles and weeds so she can hunt for turtles and geese.

Laurel crouches down. She stubs out her cigarette and claps her hands, then makes the hissing sound her cat usually responds to. Stella looks over haughtily, then jumps off the bank and walks down the road, ahead of Laurel. All the way home, Laurel thinks about Polly. She thinks of Polly putting in a new roll of film and mentioning a daughter, whose name Laurel has forgotten. A dancer, she thinks she remembers Polly saying, or a gymnast.

Polly, who had never divulged anything about her personal life before, had said to Laurel, “My daughter would love your hair. She wants to grow it till it’s as long as yours.”

Laurel turns off the road into her driveway. Here, the ferns and maples give way to sea grass and sea lavender and reeds. The sight of the plastic lawn furniture set out on the deck makes Laurel’s throat grow tight with longing. She realizes that Betsy Stafford is wrong. She has not lost the knack.

She has simply grown tired of talking with the dead.

All that weekend Charlie tries to phone Sevrin. Each time he’s told that Sevrin isn’t home. Charlie checks out their stomping grounds. The Pizza Hut at the edge of the common, the basketball courts behind the school, the soda fountain at the drugstore. He goes back to the pond every day, snapping photographs each time there’s a ripple in the water; and he waits there for hours, but Sevrin doesn’t arrive. Finally, on Sunday, Charlie phones Sevrin at suppertime and is told by his mother that he’s not in. Charlie knows Sevrin never misses dinner.

“Are the newts all right?” Charlie asks, not caring if he gives their secret experiment away, but Betsy hangs up before he can find out the answer.

“She doesn’t want Sevrin to see Charlie,” Polly says to Ivan when they’re alone. It’s dusk and she can see Charlie outside, keeping an eye on the empty street in the hope that Sevrin will appear on his bike.

“That’s paranoid,” Ivan says. “We have better things to worry about.”

They are meeting with the members of the school board tomorrow night, and they’re particularly wary because the meeting was called only hours after Ivan, thinking he was doing what was best for Amanda, notified the board of Amanda’s illness. This is the kind of news that travels fast, with the speed of hysteria.

“Oh, God, yes,” Polly says bitterly. “We certainly do have better things to worry about. We have enough to worry about for the rest of our lives.”

“Stop it,” Ivan says to her. “Don’t do this to yourself.”

“That bitch,” Polly says.

Ivan stirs a spoonful of sugar into his coffee. They can hear Madonna singing “True Blue” down in the basement, where Amanda and Jessie are practicing forward rolls. It is all Polly can do not to run downstairs and rip the tape out of the cassette player. She is terrified that Amanda may do something that will hurt her; even practicing forward rolls seems too dangerous.

“That absolute bitch,” Polly says of Betsy Stafford.

Ivan reaches to take Polly’s hand, but she moves away as if she’d been burned. Ivan cannot bear his loneliness, and he knows Polly cannot bear hers much longer.

“Talk to me,” he says to Polly when she starts to cry.

“There’s nothing to say,” Polly tells him.

She drinks her coffee, though it is cold. She can’t turn to Ivan because if she did she would have to see how hurt he is. She can’t look at Charlie, sitting out on the steps, waiting for a friend who will never appear. She can’t listen to Madonna singing over and over again, “True love, oh baby,” when she knows that her daughter will never stand in the dark on a summer night and, more aware of her own heart beating than of the mosquitoes circling the porch light, lean her head upward, toward her first kiss.


CHAPTER 6

As a child, Polly was trained to be polite to adults. She was expected to smile at the rudest tenants in the building; she never talked back to her teachers. Being a good girl is a habit that’s hard to break, so when she walks into the principal’s office for the school board meeting, Polly quickly sits down between Ivan and Ed Reardon, and when anyone stares at her, she lowers her eyes. The five members of the school board already know that Polly and Ivan’s daughter has AIDS, but no one offers condolences. They don’t say they’re sorry. They just keep looking at Polly, and, in spite of herself, Polly feels as if she is guilty of something, as if she somehow let her daughter get sick.

Linda Gleason, who has curly red hair that cannot be tamed by headbands and silver clips, has been the principal of the Cheshire School for two years. Everyone loves her, not only the teachers and the parents but the students as well. She has an enormous amount of energy, and she loves the kids, even the wild ones, who are sent regularly to her office for misbehaving. Tonight she’s got a smile on her face, but her skin looks white; it seems to be drawn too tightly over her bones. She begins the meeting by introducing Ed Reardon. Most of the people in the room know Ed, he’s their kids’ doctor, but when he gives his short, prepared talk about AIDS, there’s suddenly a chill in the room. Polly wishes she had worn a sweater, and she hopes that Amanda and Charlie are wearing warm pajamas. She worries about leaving the children home alone, but they insist they’re too old for babysitters.

Linda Gleason and the superintendent of schools, a flushed-looking man named Scott Henry, go over the Massachusetts Board of Education’s AIDS policy—children whose physicians deem them well enough to go to school may, others must be provided with a tutor—until a board member named Mike Shepard interrupts.

“If you’re saying this child is going to continue going to school, all I can tell you is that we’re going to have big troubles. Parents are not going to sit still for this.”

If Polly had more courage, she would say what she’s thinking. Sit still for what? My daughter dying?

Under the table, Ivan takes Polly’s hand. Polly doesn’t pull away, but she doesn’t close her fingers around his. She wonders if Ivan remembers that Mike Shepard runs the contracting company that put a new roof on their house.

The school board members ask Ed Reardon what will happen if Amanda cuts herself and bleeds on another child; they want to know if her saliva is dangerous. Not one of them is really listening when Ed explains that siblings of children with AIDS have shared toothbrushes and not come down with the virus. They don’t hear him when he insists their children are more likely to be run down by a truck in their own backyard than to contract AIDS from Amanda. Now Polly knows why she, Ivan, and Ed Reardon have all chosen to sit together on one side of the table. The accused.

“I think time will tell whether or not this little girl will be best served by having a tutor at home,” Scott Henry, the superintendent, says.

That’s when Polly pushes her chair away from the table and gets up. Ivan turns to her, concerned, but Polly walks out of the room without looking at him. She keeps walking until she finds the door marked GIRLS. Inside, everything is small: the basins, the toilets, the water fountains. Polly bends over one of the basins and vomits. She hears the door open behind her, but she vomits again.

“Keep your head down so you won’t get dizzy,” Linda Gleason says.

Linda runs water in another basin and dampens some paper towels, which she hands to Polly. Polly wipes her face. She has soiled her blouse, and as she tries to clean it off with the paper towels her hands shake.

“Damn it,” Polly says.

Linda Gleason takes out a cigarette and lights it. “This is against the rules,” she tells Polly. “Don’t tell anyone the principal has three cigarettes a day.”

Polly sits down on the rim of the basin, not caring if her skirt gets wet.

“They’re afraid,” Linda Gleason says. “They’ll do anything to protect their children. How would you feel if your healthy child sat next to someone with AIDS in class? You’d worry that the scientists were wrong, that they’d discover the virus was much more communicable than they’d thought.”

“I’d have pity on that sick child!” Polly says. “I wouldn’t be afraid of a little girl!”

“You’d think about the possibilities of infection, no matter how irrational. Look, it’s your child, your healthy child sitting there. You’d have to be an angel and not a mother if you didn’t worry. And that’s how many of the parents will feel.”

Polly and Linda Gleason look at each other.

“Whose side are you on?” Polly asks.

“I’m on the side of my students,” Linda Gleason says.

“I see,” Polly says.

“And Amanda’s one of my students.”

Polly wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “What are you, an angel or a principal?”

“Both,” Linda Gleason says.

“She’s staying,” Polly says. “I don’t care if she’s the only student in the school, she’s staying. I’m not going to take that away from her, too.”

Linda Gleason finishes her cigarette, then runs it under the water and tosses the butt in the wastebasket. They go out of the girls’ room together, and as they walk back to the administration office they pass a first-grade art board that the teacher has already decorated with pumpkins and falling leaves. Don’t let it ever be October, Polly thinks to herself. Go backward, through August, July, June, May, and April. We don’t care if we ever see autumn again.

By the time Linda Gleason gets home it is almost midnight. Her children, a ten-year-old named Kristy and seven-year-old Sam, have long been asleep. Her husband, Martin, is watching The Tonight Show in bed, trying to force himself to wait up for her.

Linda stops in the kitchen, though she can hear the hum of the TV and knows Martin’s awake. Peepers, their cat, rubs against her legs when she opens the refrigerator. She finds a beer, gets out a container of chopped chicken liver, then some crackers from the bread box and throws it all onto a tray, which she carries into the bedroom.

“Hi,” Martin says groggily. He sits up in bed and surveys the collection of food. “Are you pregnant?” he asks.

“Don’t talk to me,” Linda says. She sits on the edge of the bed and tears open the package of crackers.

Martin slides over next to her. “That bad?”

Linda rolls her eyes and realizes she’s forgotten a knife. She scoops out some chopped liver with her finger and smears it on a cracker. Then she is revolted. It’s not that she’s hungry, she’s sick to her stomach.

“Which kid is it?” Martin says.

“Amanda Farrell,” Linda tells him. “She’s going into sixth grade. Top gymnast.”

Martin doesn’t remember hearing Linda talk about this student before; she usually brings home stories about the ones in trouble.

“The school board’s going to raise hell,” Linda says. “I’ve got calls in to principals in Connecticut and New Jersey who’ve gone through this.”

“You’ll do the right thing,” Martin says.

Linda is filled with love for him; he has such faith not only in her but in goodness. She gets up and puts the tray of food on top of the dresser. If the cat does not get to it, it will still be there for her to put away in the morning.

“What if there is no right thing to do?” she asks when she gets into bed beside him.

“You’ll invent it,” Martin assures her.

In the morning, when Linda goes to get the tray on her dresser, she also turns on the radio. That’s how she finds out that several protesters, calling themselves the Community Action Coalition, have begun to distribute fliers warning parents of the consequences of having an AIDS patient in a public elementary school. Linda listens to the words the announcer is saying, but she’s thinking that something must have gone wrong with her hearing; this happens in Florida, it happens far out in the middle of the country where people frighten more easily than they do in Morrow. Linda has always thought of herself as a peacemaker; she’s walked a fine line as principal and she’s done her best to make everyone happy. That will soon be impossible. Whatever decisions she makes from now on will make someone miserable, although who, Linda Gleason wonders, could possibly be more miserable than Amanda’s parents when they switch on the news and discover what’s out there?

Ivan reacts to the protesters the best way he knows how. He throws out the newspaper and unplugs the radio.

“Don’t think about it,” he tells Polly. “Don’t respond to it at all.”

It’s Saturday, and Ivan plans to take them all out to breakfast. They always go to a coffee shop called The Station, which has great home fries and blueberry pancakes, but now Ivan says he wants to try a diner he’s heard about in Gloucester, famous for its French toast. He would never admit to Polly or anyone else that he just has to get out of Morrow, at least for an hour. In Gloucester no one will know them; they’ll be just one more family ordering breakfast, asking for refills of coffee and an extra order of rye toast.

Polly gets dressed, she even puts on some blush, but once the kids are out in the car she tells Ivan she has a headache. She can’t go.

“Don’t stay here alone,” Ivan says at the door.

“I’ll be fine,” Polly tells him. “I’ll do the laundry.”

“Polly, come with us,” Ivan says. He’s begging her for something, and she doesn’t have anything to give him.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Polly says. “Will you just go!”

He lets the screen door slam. Polly waits until she’s certain he won’t come back; then she goes around to every window and pulls down the shades or draws the curtains. She can’t stop thinking about wasted time. She wants to scoop up all the hours teenage suicides give up and claim them for Amanda. The telephone rings, and Polly lets it go on ringing. It is probably that horrible group who want to keep Amanda out of school, or her father, who’s been driving her insane. Al wants to come up with Claire for a weekend, a couple of days, maybe a few weeks. While Polly is dragging Amanda to the hospital for blood tests, Al will shoot a few baskets with Charlie; Claire will cook a stew. It’s the last thing in the world Polly wants. She’s always on guard when her parents visit—if she weren’t she might tell them what she thought of them—and she doesn’t have the energy to keep up her guard. If Claire and Al came up to stay, the children would know how bad things really are, and Polly will do just about anything to make their lives appear normal. She plans each meal for high nutritional value, carefully gauging how much Amanda eats of her lamb chop, her broccoli, her butterscotch pudding. She tells the children their rooms are a mess, when she no longer cares at all, and insists they pick up after themselves. She reminds Charlie to take out the garbage, and she always stacks the supper dishes so Amanda can load the dishwasher. But all the time she’s following their daily routine, what she’d like to do is hide both of her children and build a wall of cinderblocks around them so nothing can harm them.

The phone continues to ring, and Polly looks at it, imagining that it might explode. There’s no one she wants to speak to, but the ringing drives her mad. What if it’s Ed Reardon? What if he’s discovered that Amanda’s blood sample was mismarked at the lab and it’s someone else’s child who has tested positive? Polly picks up the phone and knows in an instant that she’s made a mistake.

Her father.

“We want to come up for a visit this week,” Al says.

He acts as though they haven’t been through this a dozen times before.

“Daddy,” Polly says tiredly.

“Your mother can pack a suitcase, including wrapping everything in tissue paper, in ten minutes flat.”

This is no idle threat, Polly has seen her mother do it.

“Absolutely not,” Polly says.

“Next weekend,” Al says. “We’ll drive up Friday night.”

“I’m going to hang up on you,” Polly tells him.

“What have you got against us?” Al says. “What did we do to you that was so terrible?”

“Nothing,” Polly says. “Look, I don’t want Mom to be upset.”

It’s nowhere near the truth and Al knows it; he laughs in a peculiar, dark way. Ever since her mother took him back, Polly has not trusted Claire to be anything but weak. That’s exactly what they don’t need now, a weak old woman crying in their kitchen.

“She’s our granddaughter,” Al says. “You can’t stop us from helping.”

“You do what you like,” Polly says tightly. “You always have.”

After she hangs up on her father, Polly starts to cry. When she was a child she didn’t believe in bad luck. She thought her childhood was rotten because her parents didn’t love her, and she couldn’t wait to get out of their clutches. She was all wrong about luck, she sees that now, and it’s frightening to think what else she may have been wrong about. When her parents come to visit she knows Claire will dust the night table in the guest room and then she’ll set out the framed family photographs she always carries in her suitcase. There’ll be a green garbage bag filled with the tissue paper she’s used to pack Al’s sweaters and shoes. The children will be delighted to see their grandparents, they always are. Polly cannot believe that Al and Claire lavished one-tenth of the attention on her that they give to Amanda and Charlie, but then quite suddenly, she thinks about the velvet cloche Claire made for her. Every stitch was done by hand, small stitches no one would ever see. It took a long time to make something so perfect, longer than Polly would ever have imagined.

That night, after the children are in bed, Ivan spreads his work out on the coffee table and starts to go over his lecture. He can hear Polly cleaning up in the kitchen; he can hear the tap water running and the occasional clinking of dishes against each other. Ivan leans back against the couch and lets his arms go limp. There’s no point in going over his work; all he can think about is blood and bones and antibodies. He’s not going to Florida, and he’ll never deliver his paper. He goes into the kitchen to tell Polly, but when he gets to the doorway he sees that she’s not really rinsing off the dishes, she’s just standing there, letting the water run so he’ll think she’s cleaning up. So he’ll leave her alone. That’s what she wants.

Ivan goes back through the living room; he grabs his jacket and his car keys and keeps on going, through the front door, which they never use. When he starts the Karmann-Ghia, smoke pours out of the exhaust pipe and the engine rumbles. Just above the sink, where Polly is standing, there is a window. She can see Ivan warming up the car; she could stop him if she wanted to, at least ask him where he’s going to. But she doesn’t, she doesn’t even try.

Ivan drives out to Red Slipper Beach. Two small deer run in front of his car, and he has to brake suddenly.

He parks at the observatory alongside an old beat-up Mustang, and he rolls down his window so he can listen to the ocean. It’s low tide and the odor of seaweed is strong. Ivan doesn’t know if he’s been avoiding his colleagues or if they’ve been avoiding him, but he feels as if he hasn’t talked to another human being for weeks, other than the perfunctory conversations he’s had with Polly, meaningless talk about the new clothes she’s bought for the kids or the cost of the new shocks for the Blazer. He can see one of the graduate students, a kid named Sandy, locking up the observatory. Sandy waves at Ivan as he gets into his car and Ivan waves back. He waits for the kid to leave and then he gets out of his car and walks to the observatory. In his wallet, shoved between two twenty-dollar bills, is a phone number he’s been carrying around for days. Max Lyman at the institute gave him the number. Max’s cousin is a social worker who helps staff an AIDS hotline in Boston, sponsored by a gay organization Ivan’s never heard of.

Everyone who enters the observatory is supposed to sign in, but tonight Ivan doesn’t bother. He’s not here to look at stars. He goes into the office, switches on a desk lamp, and sits down in an old leather chair he’s sat in a thousand times before. The phone receiver is cold when he picks it up, as cold as a telescope feels against the corners of your eye. When a human voice answers his call, Ivan’s throat is so tight that what comes out doesn’t sound like any recognizable language. But the voice on the other end of the line keeps talking, telling Ivan it’s all right, he doesn’t have to say anything right away, he can just go on crying. The voice belongs to a man named Brian, who staffs the phone two nights a week. The odd thing is, he doesn’t even sound like a stranger, and maybe that’s why it gets easier and easier for Ivan to call him, so that by the following week Ivan doesn’t have to look for the paper with the hotline number.

He knows it by heart.


CHAPTER 7

Amanda and Jessie always sit next to each other in class. They have been best friends for three years, and they can slip notes to each other so fast a teacher would have to have X-ray vision to catch them. On the morning of the first day of school, Jessie is already waiting when Polly drives up in front of the school. Amanda and Jessie have carefully planned their outfits; they’re wearing matching polka-dot dresses identical in all ways, except that Amanda’s dress has been painstakingly ironed by her Grandma Claire, up for a visit over the long Labor Day weekend.

It was not quite the disaster that Polly imagined, even though Claire, who has never believed that dishwashers do as good a job as she can, managed to wash the dishes by hand every time Polly turned her back and Al has sworn to return and fix the broken porch step. Al played endless rounds of Monopoly with Charlie and lost every game, and on Sunday he drove Amanda and Jessie to the theater at the mall and took them to see a movie their parents had forbidden them to see. On Monday evening, when her parents were getting ready to leave, Polly felt that she was being abandoned. She insisted that her parents stay for dinner, even though this meant they would hit the worst of the Labor Day traffic returning to New York. It is terrible to admit, or even to think about, but she’s afraid to be alone with Ivan.

Every day he seems like more of a stranger. He disappears at odd hours, he’s been avoiding going to the institute, and he has started Amanda on a strict regimen of large doses of folic acid and vitamin C. Once, while Polly was searching in his backpack for a pen, she found a folder filled with articles about alternative therapies for AIDS patients. Startled, she dropped the folder on the floor. This is not at all like Ivan, who has always put his faith in science, in medicine, in tested and proven remedies. Amanda complains about the vitamins, she says they make her gag, but Ivan insists; he gives her glasses of Gatorade and Hawaiian Punch to wash down the capsules. When Polly suggested they talk with Ed about the vitamins and the high-fiber diet Ivan’s demanded they all go on, Ivan refused. What can he offer us, Ivan asked her. Nothing.

So far, five children have been registered at private schools, pulled out of Cheshire before the first day of classes. Although Linda Gleason phones Polly each time there’s a parents’ or teachers’ meeting, Polly doesn’t bother going to them; she can’t waste the time better spent at home, with Amanda. She pities Linda Gleason, who has to try to keep everything under control, but she pities the principal from a distance; it’s not unlike watching a puppet show.

From where she’s parked, in front of the school, Polly can see two people on the sidewalk, each handing out pamphlets to parents. One of them, a woman in a blue cotton dress, looks familiar; Polly thinks her child may have been in nursery school with Charlie. Polly is not about to let Amanda go in there alone, but as soon as Polly starts to get out of the car, Amanda has a fit.

“You can’t walk in there with me,” Amanda insists.

“Is there a rule against it?” Polly says. “I see parents out there.”

Charlie grabs his backpack and looseleaf and takes this opportunity to escape.

“See you,” he shouts, and as he gets out Amanda shoots him a dirty look.

“I’ll just walk you to the door,” Polly says. It is bad enough to be separated from Amanda for an entire day. Impossible to let her walk past these people leafleting against her.

“Mother!” Amanda says. “I’m in sixth grade!”

Amanda’s braids are so tight Polly can see her clean scalp. The back of her neck is soft and pale. Out on the sidewalk, Jessie is waiting, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

“I’ll pick you up at three,” Polly says.

“Four,” Amanda Says.

“Four?” Polly says.

“It’s the first day of practice,” Amanda explains. “I don’t want you to make a big deal out of it.”

Amanda leans over and kisses her good-bye, but Polly can feel her bursting to get out of the car. Amanda opens the door and runs to Jessie. When the girls reach each other, they cling together and squeal.

“My mother wanted to walk me into school,” Amanda confides. She looks back and waves at Polly. Polly waves back, then forces herself to drive on.

“Oh, God,” Jessie says with real feeling.

“I don’t look sick, do I?” Amanda says.

“You look great,” Jessie says. “Your dress looks fantastic.”

Amanda smiles, but when they get to the door she feels scared. Scared she might throw up or something worse. She hesitates, until Jessie says, “If anyone says anything mean to you, I’ll hit them.”

Amanda laughs at that, especially because Jessie is so small. It’s strange, but even when she laughs she feels something hot behind her eyes. Sometimes she holds her breath and tries to imagine what it’s like to be dead. How would it be to leave her body behind? She has never believed in heaven, but now she wonders. Sleep, white clouds, wings. Could she actually believe in that? No, she does not. It’s easier to think about becoming one with the earth. She could believe that; out of her body will come grass, roses, black-eyed Susans. She could almost believe that, if it weren’t happening to her.

“Don’t look behind you,” Jessie Eagan says in the hallway.

Amanda peeks over her shoulder and sees a boy in their grade. Keith Davies.

“He’s staring at you!” Jessie whispers loudly, excited.

“No he’s not,” Amanda says, but when she looks he is staring at her. He’s dopey-looking, but sort of cute, too.

“Sixth grade is the best grade ever,” Jessie says.

“Yeah,” Amanda agrees. “Are you ready?”

“Ready,” Jessie says, although as they walk into their classroom, they momentarily forget that they are sixth-graders and hold hands.

At two forty-five, Amanda and Jessie head over to the gym, their identical pink gym bags slung over their shoulders.

“Oh, no, not Charlie,” Jessie says dramatically when they see him, standing in front of the gym.

Amanda is puzzled when Charlie doesn’t have a fast comeback. He can usually create a nasty pun on Jessie’s name in no time flat. Amanda herself is in good spirits, no one said anything awful to her, and her teacher, who Amanda thinks is too pretty and young to be a teacher, called her aside and told her that it was a pleasure to have her in class and that if she missed any time her work could be sent home to be made up. Amanda doesn’t intend to miss any time. She’s a little nervous about gymnastics practice, and she hopes the aching in her legs won’t mess her up and push her way back in the rankings.

“Well, what is it?” she says to Charlie. She doesn’t actually want to be seen talking to a third-grader. Charlie shrugs, so Amanda turns to Jessie and says, “I’ll meet you in the locker room.”

“All right,” Jessie says, going on ahead, “but my dad’s going to let you have it if you’re late.”

“What’s wrong?” Amanda asks Charlie.

Charlie shrugs again. He has a creepy feeling in his stomach.

“Come on,” Amanda says. She can hear the coach setting up in the gym. The exercise mats hit the floor, then whoosh as they’re rolled out flat.

“Sevrin’s not in school,” Charlie says.

“So what?” Amanda says. “Call him and see if he’s okay.”

“He’s never home when I call,” Charlie says.

Amanda feels in her gym bag to make certain she hasn’t forgotten her tape. She hopes the coach doesn’t give her a hard time about Madonna the way he sometimes does when someone wants to set her routine to rock-and-roll.

“Well, just go on over to his house then,” Amanda tells Charlie.

Charlie looks at her and blinks. He should have thought of that.

“Yeah,” he says.

“Try using your brain once in a while,” Amanda says. Then she runs off to the locker room. As she’s hurrying, she realizes two girls from the team, Sue Sherman and Evelyn Crowley, are staring at her. Amanda faces away and quickly pulls on her leotard. She wishes she were wearing a bra, but her mother thinks she’s too young.

“They know you’re the one to beat,” Jessie Eagan says as she comes up beside Amanda.

Amanda nods and clips her hair up with a silver barrette. She had not thought about other people looking at her as if she were sick and she feels self-conscious as she walks into the gym with Jessie. She goes to the barre and does some warm-up stretches; because she hasn’t practiced as much as she should have, her ligaments feel unusually tight. As she warms up, the coach starts yelling at some new girls, who are only fourth-graders, to take off their necklaces and charm bracelets.

“What do you think this is?” Jack Eagan shouts. “A fashion show?”

Amanda knows he has come up behind her and is watching her, so she bends even deeper. She’s waiting for him to shout at her, but he doesn’t. He could kick her off the team if he wanted to, because of her illness. She has been thinking all summer about the meet next June, because it would help rank her in junior high. For a while she thought she wanted to be ranked first in her school so she could put it in her letter to Bela Karolyi when she wrote to him to beg him to take her on as his student. She has stopped thinking about trying to get Bela to be her coach, she has stopped thinking about junior high school. She wants to win the meet at the end of the term just to win it. When Amanda can’t take being stared at any longer, she turns around and faces the coach.

“What am I doing wrong?” she says.

Caught off guard, Jack Eagan laughs. “You must think I’m pretty mean,” he says, and when Amanda doesn’t answer, he laughs again. He leans against the walls and nods to the uneven parallel bars. “That’s the most dangerous piece of equipment in the gym.”

He looks at Amanda from the corner of his eye. There have been moments when he’s wished that Amanda were his daughter instead of Jessie. Not that he doesn’t love Jessie, he does, but Amanda is a champion. It’s not just that she’s good, it’s that she wants to win. Badly. Enough to give the sport her all; when she’s here, she’s in this gym and nowhere else. He’s heard about this AIDS problem from Jessie, but even if the girls weren’t best friends, he’d know by now. Schools are like that, information fans out quickly. Besides, his wife, Louise, has gotten a call from some group of protesters, although Jack Eagan can’t quite see what there is to protest about.

“The thing is this,” he says, uncomfortable, “if you’re weak or you don’t feel good, I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“You must think I’m really stupid,” Amanda says.

She has never talked to the coach this way before. In fact, she’s afraid of him. She avoids him when she’s at Jessie’s because he yells almost as much at home as he does in the gym. Jessie and Amanda have both wondered if he just can’t talk in a normal voice anymore.

“I didn’t say you were stupid,” Jack Eagan says. He’s watching a new girl, being spotted on the balance beam. “You’re a champion. Champions don’t let themselves feel pain. That’s why I’m worried.”

Amanda looks at him hard. Her mouth is dry. In the past he has criticized her when she’s messed up, but she knows she’s doing a good job only when he doesn’t comment at all. He has never actually said anything positive.

“Are you just being nice to me because you feel sorry for me?” Amanda says hotly.

“You know I’m not nice,” Jack Eagan says.

He wonders if she would have given up gymnastics. She might have grown too heavy or too tall, she might have decided to spend her time thinking about boys and schoolwork, might have grown tired of blisters on her hands and black-and-blue marks on her thighs. She might have grown up and left this all behind, anyway.

“Thought much about your floor exercise?” he asks.

He knows he should be out on the floor, giving his usual lecture, scaring all the new girls so they’ll be at practice on time. He’s been accused of favoring the good gymnasts, Amanda in particular, and why the hell shouldn’t he?

Amanda reaches into her gym bag and pulls out her Madonna tape. Jack Eagan squints to get a closer look. He cannot remember the last time he cried. He can’t remember the last time he told his daughter he loved her.

“Oh, no!” he bellows now, so that the other girls on the floor all turn to them. “Not Madonna!”

Most of the girls in the gym start to giggle, and Amanda grins when Jack Eagan pretends to tear out what’s left of his hair. Even Jessie, who’s seen her father go through this routine a thousand times before, starts laughing.

“Anything but Madonna!” Jack Eagan shouts, as the team gathers around to examine Amanda’s tape, making it possible for Jack to ask Amanda to go through her floor exercise first, without having anyone accuse him of favoritism.

Charlie has already begun to bicycle over to Sevrin’s. He takes the shortcut, through the woods. It still feels like summer, the air is heavy and warm and the scent of damp earth is strong, but it’s an illusion. Some of the maples are already turning red. The oaks and locusts seem faintly yellow wherever sunlight touches their leaves. People come to Morrow from Boston and New York at this time of year to watch the migration of geese. That’s how Charlie knows when summer’s really over, when the marshes are thick with geese and their honking reverberates through backyards early in the morning and at dusk.

When he gets to Sevrin’s, Charlie gets off his bike, but he doesn’t go up to the house. He has raced all the way and his face is hot. He sets the bike down near a quince bush and waits, although he’s not certain what he’s waiting for. He just can’t walk up to the door and ring the bell. He feels stupid, and he gets down on his haunches to keep his presence from being too obvious. Betsy’s car is in the driveway so Charlie knows that at least someone’s home. He thinks he can see Sevrin’s bike, out behind the garage.

Sevrin finally comes out. From where Charlie is crouched, Sevrin looks small as he lets Felix follow him out. He turns and says something to someone through the screen door, probably his mother, who is still inside. Charlie doesn’t call out, but he stands up beside the quince. He feels a certain amount of relief. At least Sevrin hasn’t been sent away to prison or military school. At least he hasn’t gotten some incurable disease.

Sevrin goes around to the backyard and Charlie has to squint to see him. Sevrin whistles for the golden retriever, but Felix has picked up Charlie’s scent and he ignores his owner.

“Over here, Felix!” Sevrin shouts.

Charlie doesn’t know why he feels so bad, why there is a lump in his throat.

Felix races toward Charlie, and Sevrin stands with one hand shading his eyes, trying to make out what it is Felix is after. Felix doesn’t only wag his tail, he wags his whole body. As soon as he recognizes Charlie, he jumps up and knocks Charlie backward on his heels. Charlie laughs and pushes the dog away. Sevrin has run over and he laughs when he sees Charlie struggling with Felix.

“Get your dog off me,” Charlie says.

Sevrin reaches and grabs the still-wagging Felix by his collar.

“Where’ve you been?” Charlie asks as he stands up. “Vacation?”

“I haven’t been anywhere,” Sevrin says. He’s holding the dog by the collar and he looks weird. Now Charlie understands why his father complains when someone doesn’t look him in the eye.

“I’m in a different school,” Sevrin says.

“Oh, yeah?” Charlie says carefully.

“Actually, it’s pretty neat,” Sevrin says. “My cousins go there and my aunt is on the board, that’s how they got me in.”

“Prep school?” Charlie is becoming more and more uneasy.

“Private school,” Sevrin clarifies. “My dad drops me off in Cambridge on his way downtown. After this week, I won’t get home till after seven.”

“You don’t have to go on weekends, do you?” Charlie asks.

“It’s not a prison, idiot,” Sevrin says. “I might get to play on the junior soccer team.”

“We can get together on Saturdays,” Charlie says, relieved.

Sevrin still isn’t looking at him. He lets go of the dog’s collar and Felix trots off to a neighbor’s yard.

“My mom doesn’t want me to,” Sevrin says unhappily.

“Doesn’t want you to what?” Charlie says, confused.

“I can’t be friends with you because of Amanda,” Sevrin says.

“What did she do?” Charlie asks, more confused than ever.

“It’s because she’s sick,” Sevrin says.

Charlie stares at his friend. “That’s crazy,” he says finally.

“My mother’s afraid I’ll get it,” Sevrin says.

“That’s scientifically ridiculous,” Charlie says. “Where’s her data that confirms that? Didn’t you tell her you can’t get it?”

Sevrin’s still not looking at him.

“Some scientist,” Charlie says, disgusted. He can feel his throat get tight, but he’s not about to cry.

“My mom is really upset about this,” Sevrin says. “She’s not kidding on this one. She won’t take no for an answer.”

“Sure,” Charlie says. He walks away and gets his bike.

“I’ll give you half the newts if you want them,” Sevrin says.

“No thanks,” Charlie says.

He and Sevrin were born in the same month, February, and ever since they were three they’ve had their parties together. They’ve been planning a dinosaur party for this year; they’ve already ordered rubber claws and fangs from a mail-order catalogue.

“Good luck making the soccer team,” Charlie says.

He knows that Sevrin’s crying, but he doesn’t care. He’s thinking about the ride home; if you time it just right and take the bump on Ash Street at full speed your bike will go right up in the air and fly over the curb. He’s a little too old for birthday parties now anyway. They’re stupid. They’re for kids. They’re something he’s not even going to think about anymore.


CHAPTER 8

Sometimes, in the evenings, Laurel Smith rides past their house. She doesn’t want anyone in the neighborhood to hear her, so she takes her bike, an old green Ross that once belonged to her ex-husband. The bike doesn’t have a headlight; she has to pedal through the blackness of the marsh road, carefully avoiding the pitch that leads down to the steep drainage ditches filled with rainwater. In the spring the ditches are a breeding ground for dragonflies; they hover above the still water, lining the road with a shimmering band of blue. The dragonflies are gone now, but there are other things still alive in the woods. Whenever a bike goes by there’s a frantic beating of wings, branches break as deer run away.

Laurel does not know what all the children in town know; there is a shortcut, a dirt path through the pines, which allows them to ride their bikes from the marsh to the outskirts of town without having to pass the graveyard. The children have been taking this shortcut for so long most of them don’t even remember why they avoid this stretch of road. Some of them still get the chills just before they make the turn off into the woods. There is a sharp curve just before the graveyard, a place where the pines are especially tall; in bad weather the place is like a wind tunnel. Laurel always races her bike at this turn in the road, especially when there’s a moon and she can see the iron fence in the middle of the woods. She wonders about that fence, whether it’s meant to keep people out, or in.

It is dusk when Laurel stops, suddenly, as though she’d been pushed off her bike. The fence around the cemetery has turned green, and even from a distance it gives out a peculiar mossy odor, a mixture of rust and tears. There are not more than thirty headstones, and several of them have been cracked. Angels have been split in half, rain has worn away the features of little stone lambs and made them blind. There is a new cemetery on the other side of Route 16, so no one has been buried here for two hundred years, no one is remembered. It’s a place where grass can’t grow, where mockingbirds and crows nest in the boughs of the trees; they have plucked out so many of their feathers that in one or two of the hollows the earth looks black.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” Laurel says out loud. Her head churns like a caldron, but she stands where she is, beside her bike. She waits for the dead, but they don’t come out to greet her. They don’t even whisper. Two inky feathers fall from the sky. “Say something,” Laurel Smith commands, but the silence goes on, broken only by twigs cracking and wind. Laurel touches the tip of one of the iron brackets of the gate; it is sharp, it could easily cut her finger.

Darkness has fallen by the time Laurel gets back on the road, and when she finally turns onto Chestnut Street, she’s certain she won’t be noticed. After the blackness of the road and the woods, she’s always shocked to see the white houses on this street, the globes of light behind the windows, the tubs of chrysanthemums beside the front doors. Laurel rests her bike on the grass across the street; she can see into their kitchen window from here. Sometimes she sees them all at dinner, she can smell vegetable soup and broiled chops when the wind is right. She’s checked some of the other houses on Chestnut, peered into other kitchens and living rooms. She feels giddy when she does this; she balances on the edge of window wells like a cat on a ledge. Sometimes she thinks the Farrells are just like anybody else, and it makes her feel good. She believes she knows what’s going on at their table, in their beds, just because she sees them through their window, but she has no way of knowing that Amanda can barely eat and that her lack of appetite seems catching, for half of the food Polly cooks is scraped into the trash. She has never imagined that as soon as dinner is gotten through, Charlie escapes to the basement like a turtle into his shell; that Polly and Ivan can no longer kiss, that their lips seem broken and their tongues don’t work; that Amanda can no longer swallow the vitamins her father gives her. She saves them in her cheek and when no one’s looking spits them out, her head leaning far into the toilet.

Dinner is over and there are plates of chocolate cake on the table. Tonight the scent of coffee wafts across the street. Charlie has taken his cake downstairs and is feeding crumbs to his hamsters. He can hear his sister in the kitchen as she stomps her feet on the floor, he can feel her fury through the floorboards, as it moves through the pipes and the heat registers in a hot, cloudy swirl. It’s not fair. That’s what everybody thinks. That’s what everybody keeps saying. Tomorrow night there is a birthday party, a sleepover, and everybody is going, but Amanda is not allowed. She has already gone to the mall with Jessie and Mrs. Eagan and bought a birthday present, six colorful plastic headbands and six matching bangle bracelets.

“You hate me,” Amanda says to her parents.

She has a terrible look on her face. She pushes the plate of cake away from her, hard. The plate skitters across the table and crashes on the floor.

“We love you,” Polly says. She holds herself back from crouching down and cleaning up the cake. She holds herself back all the time.

“Oh, yeah,” Amanda says. “Sure. That’s what you say. You have to say that.”

“This is not up for discussion,” Ivan says. “You can go to the party, but you can’t sleep over.”

“Just embarrass me in front of everybody,” Amanda cries. “My life is ruined anyway.”

Her words fall across the table like splinters of glass. They should be eating chocolate cake, instead they are bleeding from their souls. Ivan closes his eyes and immediately wishes he could talk to Brian; the thought startles him and then he thinks, Of course. He wants to telephone a hotline and speak to a stranger because there is no one he can talk to in this house anymore, there aren’t even words to use. Amanda glares at her parents, defying them to try to comfort her.

“Amanda,” Polly says. “Please.”

“Please what?” Amanda fires back. “Please just die and get it over with?”

Her parents don’t answer and Amanda feels the flush of triumph. She has had the last word and she’s not even being sent to her room. Amanda leans back in her chair and folds her arms across her thin chest. For no reason at all she thinks of a rabbit’s foot her grandpa gave her once. The rabbit’s foot was white and soft and you could keep it in your pocket like a secret. Amanda loved it and kept it in her coat or under her pillow until she realized that the only way to get a rabbit’s foot from a rabbit is to cut it off. She feels the same way now as she did when she hid the rabbit’s foot deep in the kitchen garbage can, underneath orange peels and wet tea bags. Her arms feel spongy and something as sharp as a pin seems to be lodged behind her eyes.

Nobody tries to stop Amanda as she runs outside. The screen door slams behind her and her breathing is coming hard. It’s black outside with just the first few stars high above the trees. Amanda runs into the driveway and then in a zigzag across the lawn, but when she gets to the sidewalk she stops and starts to cry. Stupid, but it was only at the dinner table that she realized in order to die of a disease you really have to die and not come back. She stands on the sidewalk with her sneakers straddling the cracks in the cement and covers her eyes with her hands.

Across the street, Laurel Smith grabs the sleeves of her cardigan and pulls the wool over her fingers. Amanda’s pale hair hangs limply, like unwound silver thread in the dark. She doesn’t make any noise when she cries, but her whole body shakes. After a while someone opens the back door.

“Amanda?” Polly calls in a high, frightened voice. “Honey?”

Laurel doesn’t move until Amanda turns around and walks back to the house. The trees on Chestnut Street are heavy with leaves and they move with the wind and make a low, throaty noise. When the screen door slams behind Amanda, Laurel gets on her bike, pushes off hard with her feet, then swoops along the sidewalk and into the street. She pedals so hard the old bike vibrates; the air is salty and cool, but she’s sweating enough that by the time she reaches the marsh her hair is wet and flattened to her head. Her sweater is damp. She lets the bike fall to the ground and goes to her deck, tripping over a lawn chair in the dark. Her breath is all jumpy, filled with strange little sobs that don’t quite come out and don’t stay inside either. She thinks of herself watching, peeking into other people’s lives through the dark, and she’s disgusted.

When she goes inside she rifles through the kitchen cabinet, gets a can of tunafish and eats standing up, as though she’d been starved. Then she takes down a bag of flour and some brown sugar, and by midnight she has finished a perfect fluted crust for a pie. In the morning she gets into her car and goes back to Chestnut Street. The pie is wrapped in aluminum foil and Laurel has also brought a bunch of pink mallows, marsh flowers so huge they look as if they’ve been grown on another planet. The apple pie is still warm, the flowers only slightly wilted. As she waits for someone to answer the door, Laurel switches the strap of her canvas pocketbook from one shoulder to the other. Being here in the daylight, Laurel feels nervous, much the way her clients react to their first séance. As she walked up to the Farrells’ back door, things looked unbalanced and out of focus. She has never been at ease with people; when she was married she could never call her husband by his name, and he often complained that she never looked him full in the face but went out of her way to crouch down and greet stray cats.

It’s a Saturday, so when Polly hears someone at the door, she assumes it’s her parents, earlier than expected. She gave them an inch and now they’re up every weekend. She has the feeling they start to watch the clock on Friday nights, so they’ll be ready to jump into Al’s car at dawn on Saturday. Polly takes her time, wiping down a counter before she gets the door. When she sees Laurel, Polly feels something sharp along her back, as if she were an animal with her hackles raised. Across the street, Fran Crowley balances her groceries on the fender of her hatchback so she can get a good look at Laurel; she puts one hand over her eyes to shade them, and her mouth drops into an O.

“I’m not working on the book anymore,” Polly says quickly.

“Neither am I,” Laurel says.

Polly hasn’t opened the screen door; she’s talking to Laurel through the mesh, as she would to a peddler.

“I heard that your daughter was sick, so I came to visit her,” Laurel says. “I brought a pie.”

“You should have waited,” Polly says. “She’s not dead yet.”

Laurel steps backward, as if she’d been slapped. She catches the heel of her shoe on the step that needs fixing and winds up sprawled on her hands and knees. Polly quickly opens the screen door to help. She picks up the pie and lifts the foil; only one side of the crust has been bashed in. She folds the foil back over the pie tin.

“You have to watch out for that step,” Polly says. “We’re all so used to it, we never trip.”

“You don’t have to invite me inside if you don’t want to,” Laurel Smith says.

“I don’t know why you’re here,” Polly says. “Why are you here?”

“I just thought most kids liked apple pie,” Laurel says. “I always loved it.”

The pie tin feels warm in Polly’s hands.

“I’ll get Amanda,” Polly says.

Laurel Smith follows Polly inside; she sets the flowers down on the table while Polly calls down to the basement for Amanda.

“She’s practicing gymnastics,” Polly explains.

For some reason Polly feels incidental, much the way she does when Jessie comes over; she’s just someone to be dealt with politely while waiting for Amanda. She has no idea where Ivan or Charlie are, only that they both left without having breakfast, each to his own private destination.

“Amanda,” Polly calls again.

“I’m practicing,” Amanda yells, and her voice breaks a little with the effort.

“Come on up anyway,” Polly calls.

Amanda is lying about practicing; for the past two hours all she’s been doing is sitting on a gray mat listening to her Madonna cassette. Today when she woke up she thought to herself, I’m not going to be in the finals, and as soon as she thought it she knew it was true. She doesn’t have the strength or the stamina. Her legs have been aching, simple moves she knows by heart leave her dizzy and short of breath. Amanda pulls her knees up and hugs them to her chest. She bends her head down, and when she breathes out she can feel her warm breath on her skin. Where, she wonders, does the breath go when you die?

Laurel Smith is still standing when Amanda comes upstairs; she has not been invited to sit down. Amanda’s wearing a pink T-shirt and jeans; she knows her mother has a guest, but she doesn’t look at either woman. She leans up against the refrigerator and studies the floor.

“This is Laurel,” Polly says. “The woman I’ve been photographing. She brought a pie.”

Amanda looks up. “I don’t eat pie,” she says. “It’s fattening.”

Amanda is so thin Laurel can see her bones, fragile as a bird’s.

“Maybe you’d like these,” Laurel says. She holds out the flowers.

“Are they real?” Amanda asks. And, before she can stop herself, she adds, “They’re beautiful.”

“Pink is my favorite color,” Laurel says.

“Mine, too,” Amanda says carefully as she appraises Laurel, staring mostly at Laurel’s hair, which hangs to her waist, except on each side where the hair is pulled back into an intricate French braid.

“I could teach you to do your hair like this,” Laurel says.

Polly narrows her eyes; she realizes that she has read Amanda’s mind just as easily as Laurel has.

“Yeah?” Amanda says.

“Would that be okay?” Laurel asks Polly.

“I’m sure you’re busy,” Polly says.

“No,” Laurel says. “The most important thing I have to do today is buy cat food.”

“You have a cat?” Amanda asks, as if this were the most fascinating piece of information she’d ever heard.

“Grandma and Grandpa are coming over,” Polly says weakly.

“Not for a while,” Amanda says. She looks very small, and younger than her age. “Oh, please!”

Polly and Laurel Smith look at each other.

“All right,” Polly says.

Amanda runs off to get a brush and some rubber bands.

“Why are you doing this?” Polly says, suspiciously. She figures she has a right to be suspicious when a woman who communes with spirits wants to brush her daughter’s hair.

“She’ll look pretty with her hair braided,” Laurel Smith says. “Don’t you think so?”

Amanda and Laurel go out onto the porch. Through the window, Polly can see Laurel, sitting behind Amanda, brushing her hair. Polly should tell Laurel Smith to leave; they don’t need any help from strangers. If one of their friends or neighbors had offered them anything at all, Polly would have taken the pie from Laurel Smith, then shut the door and put the pie in the refrigerator, behind the cartons of orange juice and milk. Instead, she watches through the window and cries.

“How long did it take you to grow your hair that long?” Amanda asks Laurel.

“The last time I cut it I was fourteen,” Laurel says. Then she adds, “I can tell you use conditioner. You don’t have any knots.”

Amanda smiles. She’s usually shy around adults, but Laurel Smith doesn’t seem very much older than she is. It’s as if they were both teenagers, and Amanda’s glad she’s not wearing her stupid Smurf T-shirt.

“Have you ever been in love with anybody?” Amanda asks Laurel.

“Not yet,” Laurel Smith admits.

“Me either,” Amanda says.

“I’ve been in like,” Laurel Smith adds.

“I don’t think that’s the same,” Amanda says.

“No,” Laurel says. “You’re right, it’s not.”

Laurel reaches into her pocketbook for a mirror. “Take a look,” she tells Amanda.

Amanda stares at herself and smiles broadly, forgetting to keep her mouth shut so her braces won’t show.

“I love it,” Amanda says.

“Maybe someday you can visit me at my house,” Laurel Smith says. “I know you’d like it. It’s right on the marsh.”

“Are you just saying that because you think I’ll die before I can come over?” Amanda says.

Laurel can feel bumps rise along her arms and legs.

“That was a horrible thing for me to say,” Amanda says. “I’m horrible.”

Laurel and Amanda are sitting side by side now, their legs swung over the broken step.

“Sometimes I make chocolate mousse tarts with chocolate chips,” Laurel Smith says. “If you want me to, I can teach you how to make them.”

“All right,” Amanda says. “That sounds great.”

Amanda practices making French braids all weekend, and on Monday she stops in the girls’ room after school to admire herself. She looks older, twelve or thirteen at least. With her comb, she catches a few stray strands above her temples and forces them back against her scalp. Two girls Amanda sincerely hates, not just because they’re popular, but because they’re snobs who won’t speak to anyone who doesn’t wear a bra and have pierced ears, come in as Amanda’s fixing her hair. Everybody at Cheshire knows their names, Mindy Griffon and Lori Walker. Mindy, who’s on the gymnastics team, has better leotards than anyone else, really neat ones that her grandmother sends her from Los Angeles. When Mindy sees Amanda, she grabs onto Lori’s arm.

“Oh, God, it’s her,” Amanda hears Mindy say.

Amanda gets her gym bag and unzips it so she can put her comb away.

“Hi, Amanda,” Lori says, with so much fake pity in her voice it makes Amanda want to throw up.

Amanda slings her bookbag over her shoulder, and when she turns from the mirror and begins to head for the door, Mindy and Lori both back away. Amanda knows why immediately: they’re scared of her. Amanda walks to the door and goes out without looking back, but she can hear Mindy’s loud whisper: “Do you think she sat on one of the toilets? I’ll never, ever use them again.”

Amanda walks quickly down the empty hallway. School’s out, but the hallway still smells like today’s lunch, pizza on English muffins. Amanda couldn’t eat lunch today, and now she feels like crying. They hate her, she knows. She doesn’t even blame them; she hates herself too, not all of her, just this thing that’s inside her. At first, she didn’t really believe it because when she looked at herself in the mirror, she looked exactly the same, just thinner. She used to tell herself all she had to do was wait and they’d find some shot or pill they could give her. Now, every night before she goes to sleep she tells herself that she’s going to die. She repeats it to herself, calmly, carefully, rolling the words on her tongue.

She is never going to be one of Bela’s students. She will never go to college or drive a car. She wonders if it will feel blue and watery, the way things felt when she was knocked down by a huge wave at Crane’s Beach two summers ago. Sound overtaken by soundlessness. Heat replaced by cold pressure.

Amanda runs her tongue along the silver band over her teeth. “Dumbbell,” she tells herself. “Dope.”

She wants to make it to the last meet in June. That is all. She thinks no further than that. Practice is hard for her now. She feels sick afterward; once, she had to leave the gym so she could lock herself into one of the toilet cubicles and throw up. At least her floor exercise hasn’t suffered; she’s got a great routine. Evelyn Crowley told her it’s as good as anything she’s seen on a music video.

“Wait up,” somebody calls, but Amanda is too busy thinking about practice to hear, and she just keeps walking.

Jessie runs down the hallway to catch up with her.

“Didn’t you hear me?” Jessie asks. “You’re not going to believe this.”

Amanda slows her pace to match Jessie’s.

“My father is kicking four girls off the team,” Jessie whispers.

“Oh, no, God! No!” Amanda says, excited and all ears.

“He told my mother. I wasn’t supposed to hear.” Jessie grins. “One of them’s missed too many practices, and the others are so bad my father’s afraid they’ll hurt themselves. Can you believe it?”

Amanda is suddenly rigid. “Am I one of them?”

“Are you crazy?” Jessie says. “Just don’t ask me for any names, because I can’t tell you.”

“Please!” Amanda says. She knows she can get it out of Jessie.

Jessie giggles and shakes her head no. Amanda can’t tell if Jessie knows she’s dying. She doesn’t act as if she knows, she’s never said anything, but she doesn’t spend much time with her other friends anymore. Neither of them does. If they could, they’d spend all their time together, although Amanda has begun to wonder what would happen to Jessie if Amanda suddenly disappeared. The girls who are avoiding Amanda and whispering when her back is turned are also avoiding Jessie, telling each other they never much liked her anyway.

“My father would kill me if he found out I eavesdropped. He’d murder me on the spot,” Jessie says.

“Just tell me one name,” Amanda says.

“Helen Gates and Joyce Gorman,” Jessie blurts.

“That’s two!” Amanda chortles. “You might as well tell me the others.”

Jessie pulls Amanda over to the wall, and they both look over their shoulders to make sure no one’s around.

“Sally Tremont and Mindy Griffon.”

Amanda lets out a squeal. “Oh, my God,” she says.

“Mindy thinks she’s so great,” Jessie whispers. “Now she’ll get hers. Couldn’t you just die?”

Amanda looks away.

“Oh, I didn’t mean that,” Jessie says quickly. “I really didn’t.”

“That’s okay,” Amanda says.

They begin to walk slowly to the gym.

“You’ll always be my best friend,” Jessie says.

“Thanks,” Amanda says.

“I really mean it,” Jessie tells her. She looks closely at Amanda. “What did you do to your hair?”

“A friend of mine taught me how to do it. She’s almost thirty,” Amanda says nonchalantly.

“Thirty,” Jessie says, impressed. “She must know a lot about hairstyles.”

“Oh, tons,” Amanda says. “She’s not a friend like you’re a friend,” Amanda adds. “She’s not a best friend, or anything.”

Jessie smiles and, as they near the gym, she takes off her charm bracelet.

“My father hates Madonna. He told my mother that if it was anybody but you using her music, he’d confiscate the tape. He says your floor exercise is so good you could be on a high school team.”

“Really?” Amanda says, delighted.

“Swear to God,” Jessie says. “Play it really loud today. It will drive him crazy.”

Amanda laughs and pushes open the door of the locker room, refusing to think about the ocean, about the wave that knocked her down, the silence that takes the place of sound.

Linda Gleason is still in her office when gymnastics practice is long over. She has a constant dull headache somewhere near the base of her skull. Only the initial five children have been withdrawn from school, which is not as bad as it could have been, but there are still meetings nearly every night at which Linda is supposed to calm the hysteria, which is fiercer than ever.

Linda has always been something of a workaholic, she’s often still at school at suppertime, and she usually takes work home with her. She has never looked forward to the weekend more than she does now. On Saturday Martin calls her sleepyhead and brings her coffee in bed, but she’s not sleeping late, she’s just savoring her time alone, time when there are no visits from the superintendent of schools or from parents, panicked by the wrong-headed idea that AIDS can be spread by mosquitoes or fleas.

When she’s out of bed and dressed, Linda starts right in on cleaning out the kids’ closets, which are so booby-trapped a whisper can start an avalanche of clothes and toys. The job turns out to be a pleasure. Cleaning the closets allows Linda to take control of something she can really fix, unlike her little sixth-grader. Linda knows some of the teachers and parents would love to see her right now, surrounded by junk, sweating, sorting out sweaters, roller skates, and boots. It’s tough for her kids to be the children of the principal sometimes, especially for her daughter, Kristy. Teachers either favor her or expect too much. Linda herself doesn’t have the patience she might have if she didn’t work so hard; she spends so much time being authoritative, she tends to act that way at home, too. Right now Kristy prefers her father so obviously that it would be laughable if Linda didn’t feel so left out. Linda tells herself it’s because Martin, who teaches English at a junior college in Beverly, has an easier schedule than she does and can spend more time with the children; he’s free to make cookies and play softball, while Linda is embroiled in budget problems or a search for a new music teacher.

He’s out there with the kids, painting the fence in the front yard white, as Linda arranges what she finds in her daughter’s closet into piles of garbage, laundry to be washed, and toys to be put away. After Linda fills two green plastic garbage bags, she finds a Valentine Kristy made for her years ago. A doily cut into the shape of a heart. I LOVE YOU is printed carefully, followed by a shaky exclamation point.

Linda Gleason saves the Valentine, rehangs some clothes, then goes downstairs. It’s almost noon and she takes out some ham and cheese for sandwiches. She goes to the back door to call everyone in for lunch and sees that only Martin and their little boy, Sam, are painting now. Kristy is sitting on the porch steps, hunched over, her elbows on her knees. Linda goes outside and sits next to her. For the past few months she and Kristy have not had conversations; they’ve had accusations and interrogations.

“I did your closet,” Linda says.

“Big deal,” Kristy says.

“It wouldn’t be a big deal if you ever put anything away,” Linda snaps.

“I hate you,” Kristy says. “Everybody hates you.”

“Such as?” Linda Gleason says archly.

“Such as everybody in school. Dorie Kiley says it’s your fault if we all die!”

“Kristy!” Linda says.

“We’ll all get AIDS. No one uses the bathroom. We hold it in until we can’t stand it. Dorie pees in the bushes at recess.”

“Listen to me,” Linda says. “You cannot get AIDS from a toilet.”

She grabs Kristy and pulls her close. Kristy, still furious, struggles, but then gives up and sits slumped beside her mother. Linda realizes now how little Kristy understands, how little all the children at school understand.

“Amanda Farrell got AIDS through a blood transfusion before blood banks were screened. You can get it only two ways now, through using needles that someone with AIDS has used, or through sex with someone who has the virus.”

“So you can get it from hugging,” Kristy says.

“No,” Linda says. “You can’t.”

“You said sex!” Kristy says. “That’s sex.”

Martin and Sam are still working; they both have white paint in their hair. Two young women are running their Newfoundlands, who lumber past like huge, black bears. Linda can feel her daughter’s thin shoulder blades through her T-shirt. She probably thinks sex means holding hands. She’s a child who keeps her fears to herself, and this must be pretty bad for her to blurt it out. Linda imagines all the fourth-grade girls afraid to use the toilet, whispering as they duck behind the bushes on the playing field, rushing to pull down their underpants, afraid a teacher will catch them. It’s not just Kristy who needs to know more about sex, it’s all of them. Linda has always intended to tell her children the facts of life slowly, explaining first how cows and horses conceive and give birth, waiting at least until they were in junior high before she told them any details about human sexuality. It’s not that she’s a prude, she just thought there was plenty of time to learn those details. But that was before, before little girls began to equate holding hands and using public toilets with death.

She will call an assembly. She’ll invite Ed Reardon to come; she’ll find a speaker from an AIDS organization who specializes in education. She will not put this issue up for the school board to debate; their discussion of the assembly might drag on for weeks and her students need to know now what AIDS is and how they can and cannot be exposed. She will not let another week go by with those little girls too afraid to use the toilet. She will not think about whether or not the school has a right to call children into an auditorium and tell them about sex a little too soon. A little too soon is better than a little too late. And if someone calls her on the carpet and tells her she has no right to make this decision, she will simply tell them that, in this instance, they are all her children.

The letters go out on September 15. Addressed to three hundred eighty households, the letter is brief, belying the many long hours Linda Gleason has slaved over it, searching for words that will not seem threatening. Included with the letter is a permission slip each child is to deliver to his or her teacher. Some of the letters reach their destination overnight; Linda Gleason knows this because by two the following day the calls begin, and by two-thirty both secretaries in Linda’s office are in tears. Linda takes the phone for a moment and feels paralyzed by the hate coming out of the receiver, something about the fiery hand of God, something about sinners and those who deserve to die. Linda hangs up the phone and wipes the palm of her hand on her skirt.

“If they’re rude, hang up on them,” Linda Gleason tells both secretaries.

Linda Gleason has already refused calls from the Morrow Chronicle and The Boston Globe. Now she goes into her office and locks the door so she can hastily type up a statement for the newspapers. She wonders if she has made a bad situation worse, if she has let herself in for it. She stops typing and lights a cigarette. She’s shocked by the reaction to the coming assembly. This is not some rural school district where battles over sex education have been impassioned and vicious. This is Morrow, she can see the town common from her window. She can see the coffee shop where Martin takes the kids for breakfast on Sunday so she can get some extra sleep. She can also see several of her teachers in the parking lot, standing in a close circle, heads down. Linda leaves her half-written statement in the typewriter and puts out her cigarette in a coffee cup.

In the parking lot, six teachers argue. It is an awful situation, on this they can all agree. They tell each other that Linda Gleason doesn’t even seem like the same person anymore. Two of them are elected to write the petition asking for Linda’s resignation, and they will begin to circulate it in the morning. Linda grabs her jacket and tells the secretaries she’s going over to the stationery store to buy manila envelopes. The secretaries nod, even though there’s a boxful of envelopes in the supply closet.

Linda walks to the town green. At this time of day it is nearly deserted, except for a few mothers and toddlers. The old basset hound that belongs to Jack Larson, who owns the little market, is patrolling the pathways, stopping every few feet and plunking himself down so that strollers have to step over him. The broad elms that used to line the common all fell to Dutch elm disease, but the maples that have taken their place are so tall now they meet and their limbs entwine.

Linda sits down on a bench, reaches into her jacket pocket, and pulls out rubber bands, a spider ring that belongs to her son, and her cigarettes. She’s going to quit today; she doesn’t even enjoy it anymore, it’s just a bad habit. She lights one last cigarette and smokes it slowly, then crushes it on the path and starts to walk back to school. It’s easier for her to breathe now, her face doesn’t feel quite so hot. She doesn’t think about betrayals or cruelty, she thinks about ordering next month’s lunch supplies from the food service; she considers hot dogs and beans, English-muffin pizzas, Jell-O with fruit.

Two hundred sixty signed permission slips are sent back, and Linda Gleason feels some consolation when she finds out that only thirty-two teachers and parents have signed the petition against her, not enough to put her job in jeopardy, just enough to make her uncomfortable each time she walks down the halls. The Community Action Coalition people have stopped leafleting, but Linda has heard they’re still holding small, solemn meetings in rec rooms and basements. A few of the members of the Coalition stand outside the school on the morning of the assembly; they mill around near the bicycle racks, and those with school-age sons and daughters hold their children by the hand, making it clear they won’t allow them inside the school today.

Charlie’s class is one of the first to file into the assembly hall. He has sneaked a science book under his sweater and the binding feels hard against his chest. As far as Charlie is concerned, this is just another boring assembly, only this time it’s Amanda’s fault that they all have to sit here and listen to a bunch of doctors. Charlie sits down on a metal chair and pulls his book out of his sweater. He starts reading right away, but it’s so noisy when the older grades arrive that it’s hard for him to concentrate. He dogears a page of his book—he’s up to the section on butterflies and he thinks he’s sighted a rare species at the pond—and when he looks up he suddenly realizes that he’s flanked by empty chairs. For a moment, Charlie is confused, he wonders if he’s supposed to move down a seat. He looks over at Barry Wagoner, who’s one seat away. Barry quickly turns to Judd Erickson, who’s sitting next to him, and they both crack up, but they seem kind of nervous and weird as they’re laughing and Charlie understands, all at once, that no one wants to sit next to him.

The art teacher, Miss Levy, walks past, then stops at the end of the row and motions for the boys to move down.

“Come on, guys,” she says when she’s ignored. “Make some space.”

No one moves. Charlie feels himself getting hot; kids in his class are staring at him. Miss Levy comes up behind them and puts one hand on Barry Wagoner’s shoulder.

“Let’s all move down,” she says.

Barry shakes his head. “I don’t have to sit next to him,” he says to Miss Levy. “You can’t make me.”

“You really are a fat, stupid slob,” Charlie says to Barry.

“Charlie,” Miss Levy says.

Charlie gives her the meanest look he can, even though he’s always liked her, and Miss Levy kind of shrinks away from him. That’s when Charlie knows she won’t do anything to stop him. He gets up, pulls his chair out so he can slip into the row behind him, and heads toward the door. Miss Levy calls to him, but he just ignores her and walks out of the auditorium, past a class of fifth-graders. He goes down the hall, past classrooms, past the cafeteria, toward the front door. Something inside him is exploding with little pops of fury. He’d like to strangle Amanda. He knows this is all her fault. She’s the reason why everyone was staring at him, and he didn’t even do anything; she’s the sick one.

No one stops him. He just walks out the door. He holds his book so tightly that his fingers hurt. He realizes he’s forgotten his jacket, but he doesn’t care. When he passes the playground he sees someone is out on the swings. It’s Amanda and she’s not really swinging, just moving back and forth slowly with her sneakers scraping against the earth. Charlie stands there watching her; even from this distance he can hear the creak of the chain as the swing moves. And then, for no reason at all, Charlie is afraid that his sister will look up and see him. He takes off, as fast as he can, and even though he feels certain he’s heading in the wrong direction, he doesn’t once stop until he’s all the way home.


CHAPTER 9

Nearly every night after dinner, when the children are in bed, Ivan goes back to the institute. None of his colleagues asks him any questions, they’re used to what anyone else would consider odd working hours; last year there was one graduate student from California everyone called the Vampire—he worked only from nine at night until dawn, no one had ever seen him during the day. Once, Ivan walked right past him outside the hardware store, not recognizing him in the daylight.

Polly never asks Ivan where he’s going. She’s pulled out the pieces of a quilt she started years ago, although Ivan suspects she doesn’t really work on it. Tonight Ivan makes a pot of strong coffee in the outer office, pours himself a cup, then goes into his office and locks the door. He dials the hotline and, while the phone is ringing, adds Cremora to his coffee. A man answers the phone on the second ring, but Ivan doesn’t recognize the voice. He’s had to wait for Brian to get off other calls before, so he’s prepared to hold on. Tonight he wants to ask Brian more about interferon, a drug Brian used to go to Mexico for when he was in California last year, but tonight Brian isn’t there to answer his questions. It’s only when Ivan refuses to get off the phone that he’s told how sick Brian’s been all along. For the past few weeks he brought a canister of oxygen with him when he answered phones, and over the weekend, while Ivan was fixing the broken radiator in the living room, Brian had a recurrence of pneumocystis. He is not coming back.

Later, Polly notices that Ivan’s face is puffy, he seems folded in on himself, as though he’s shrunk. They’ve been taking turns getting up with Amanda; she’s so hot at night that her sheets have to be stripped and her nightgown changed at least once before morning. Tonight it’s Polly’s turn, but Ivan tells her to stay in bed. He follows Amanda’s voice down the hallway; she’s half asleep, she always is, and in the morning she won’t remember being lifted out of bed. When he changes her, pulling the flannel nightgown over her head, Ivan thinks about changing her diaper when she was a baby. He thinks about the smell of powder, the silky feel of her bare skin. Now, when he picks her up so he can strip the bed, Amanda smells bad, there’s a sulfury scent on her skin. She has pink nail polish on her fingernails, but her hands don’t seem much bigger than they did when she was a baby.

“All right?” Polly says when Ivan comes back.

Ivan pulls off his sweater and his slacks. He twists the buttons on his shirt heartlessly and two pop off and fall to the floor.

“I’m going into Boston tomorrow,” Ivan says. “A friend of mine is dying.”

Polly sits up in bed and watches him as he finishes undressing. He looks breakable to her; he’s all bones. “Is it someone I know?” Polly asks.

“No,” Ivan says. “But he has AIDS. Do you want to come with me?”

Polly stops looking at Ivan; she reaches for the clock on the night table and sets the alarm. Ivan takes off his shoes and socks last. He sits heavily on the bed; he can feel Polly turning away from him.

“I’m too tired to go anywhere,” Polly says. “If you want to take flowers, you should buy them here before you leave. They’ll be much more expensive in Boston.”

Her voice breaks as she speaks, but other than that Polly doesn’t give herself away.

“All right,” Ivan says as he turns out the light. “I’ll do that.”

He chooses daylilies, yellow ones, even though they’re three dollars a stem. The flowers are wrapped in thin green tissue paper, and when Ivan parks on Marlborough Street, they slide onto the floor of the Karmann-Ghia. This morning he talked with the supervisor of the hotline, who phoned Brian and got permission to release his address. The college students are back from summer vacation and there are U-Haul vans double-parked up and down the street. The brownstone where Brian lives is broken up into three condos. Once it was a single-family mansion; there are crimson and blue stained-glass windows just above the door, the floor of the hallway is a circular pattern of white and black marble. The building is a formidable one; lawyers live on the first and third floors. Brian spends a great deal of time looking out his window, which has black iron bars. When he watches Marlborough Street he’s glad he never let the guys in his band talk him into moving to Los Angeles permanently when their first album took off. He was born in New Hampshire and he always wanted to live in Boston. He has sworn that he’ll never let himself just lie in bed and watch TV, but he’s started to watch game shows. He cannot bring himself to listen to records or CDs, although he dreams of music. He has a collection of songs he’s written in the past few months, music far different from anything he ever wrote for the band; he’s been composing for instruments none of them could play. Bassoon, oboe, violin. Black-and-blue music with a line of pure white fury through the middle, a line of stars, a line of desolation as cold as the moon. He’s just begun to realize he’s been writing dirges. He keeps them in a folder; no one will ever hear them, except for Brian, who hears the music in his mind. At night it helps him fall asleep. It helps him separate himself from his anger. No one could stay as angry as he was and survive; he would implode, ignite his clothes with a butane lighter, jump out a twelfth-story window.

He’s twenty-eight years old and he wets the bed every night. He knows he will have to have a catheter soon, but he couldn’t stand it if it were now. The nurse who sleeps in every night doesn’t even know about this; rather than be humiliated, he stays in bed, on the urine-soaked sheets until Adelle comes in the morning to relieve the nurse. Adelle was once his biggest fan, she was the band’s secretary, a gofer really, but now she works for him alone. In his will he’s left her everything, including this apartment, but it isn’t enough. In the beginning he made charts and lists, he was obsessed with figuring out how he got AIDS, he has been in love only with men, but he has slept with both men and women, and years ago he shot cocaine all through a tour of the South without ever thinking twice when he shared someone’s needle. He’s so used to thinking I’ve gotta quit every time he reaches for a cigarette he still thinks it even though there’s no reason to quit anymore. He always makes certain to smoke far away from his oxygen tank; he sits by the window so the smoke spirals outward, between the bars.

Last week, before Brian had this relapse, Reggie came to visit. Reggie was so uncomfortable that Brian was doubly glad he hasn’t told his family in New Hampshire. They have never approved of anything about him other than the money he’s made. Reggie didn’t touch anything in the apartment; he had a blank, startled look on his face, and Brian realized Reggie had never seen the welts of Kaposi’s sarcoma on his face before. The band’s latest record has been an enormous flop, and they have to do whatever they can to salvage their careers. Without thinking, Brian began to cry when Reggie told him they had found a new lead singer. That made Reggie back even farther away.

“Look, forget I told you,” he said.

“No, really,” Brian said. “I’m happy for you guys.”

“Yeah?” Reggie had said. He turned away and Brian could see his body shake with a slow sob. “Man,” Reggie said without ever facing Brian again. “Why did you do this to us?”

Today Adelle has brought a box of little cakes she picked up at Bildner’s, and she’s making a pot of tea they can have when his guest arrives. Brian will not have any of it; he has problems swallowing. Adelle makes him a mixture of spring water and honey and some kind of liquid protein. From the window, Brian can see a man enter the brownstone, and when the buzzer goes off Brian yells to Adelle, “He’s here.”

God, he’s actually excited to have company. This guy he doesn’t even know, but of course when Ivan comes in Brian realizes he does know him. He’s talked to him for hours; he knows things about Ivan no one else will ever or can ever know. Before she brought him into the living room, Adelle took Ivan’s jacket and said, “Let me warn you. He doesn’t exactly look like his photographs right now.”

“All right,” Ivan said. He has never seen a photograph of Brian and what he sees now is a very thin man who has lost most of his hair. Brian wears a gold hoop in one of his earlobes, and loose blue jeans. A few months ago these jeans probably fit him just right; now Brian has to hold onto them when he stands up to greet Ivan. They shake hands and then Ivan gives Brian the flowers. Brian studies the lilies for a moment, then gives them to Adelle to put in a vase.

“I came to see you,” Ivan says. He can’t believe how desperate he sounds.

“Great,” Brian says. “Have a seat.”

Adelle goes into the kitchen for the tea; the apartment is cavernous and her footsteps echo. An entire wall in the living room is taken up by tape equipment; next to the window is a piano that Brian doesn’t use anymore. The ivory is too cold; when he tries to play he feels that if he pushed a little harder his fingers would snap off at the bone.

“I guess I came to thank you,” Ivan says.

Brian begins to cough, and he turns his head away. The cough shakes his whole body. Ivan grabs a box of Kleenex off the coffee table and holds it out, but Brian shakes his head. He can’t cough anything up; it’s all trapped inside him. Ivan feels panicky; he reaches into his pocket and finds a roll of Life Savers he bought for Charlie but forgot to give him.

“Take one of these,” Ivan says. “This will do the trick.”

Brian takes one of the Life Savers, but instead of eating it he holds it up to the light. “I used to love these,” he says. He puts the Life Saver on the table, reaches for a cigarette, lights it, and coughs.

“I plan to quit when I’m thirty,” Brian says. Ivan stares at him. “That’s a joke,” Brian tells him.

“Ah,” Ivan says. “I’m not very good at those lately.”

“No,” Brian says. “Tell me about Amanda. Tell me how she is.”

Ivan looks at him, uncomfortable, then he sees that Brian is sincere. He really wants to hear, and so Ivan tells him, tells him how she has taken to wearing her hair in a French braid, how she feels in his arms, so damp and thin, when he goes to her in the middle of the night. He tells him that he has tried everything for her diarrhea, but that on some days she has to miss school because of it. And then, for some reason, Ivan begins to talk about the stars. He tells Brian the stories he used to tell the children, stories of mythical heroes plucked from death and set into the sky. In every story there is a reward for bravery, for courage; in each, flesh and blood is transformed into blinding white light.

Brian has closed his eyes, and when Ivan stops talking he opens his eyes, slowly; even this takes great effort.

“Beautiful,” Brian says. His voice is thick, no longer the voice of a singer. He lights another cigarette and asks, “How’s Amanda’s vitamin therapy going?”

“She hasn’t gotten any better,” Ivan says, “but then she hasn’t gotten any worse.”

“That’s something,” Brian says. “Isn’t it?”

Adelle comes in with the tea and cakes.

“Put out that cigarette,” she says.

“Don’t give me orders,” Brian says, but he stubs out the cigarette. Blue smoke hangs in the air like a spider’s web. “Pour the fucking tea.”

“I stay only because of his charm,” Adelle tells Ivan. “Keep it up, I tell him. Good for you, you’re too mean and too stubborn to die fast.”

Ivan takes a sip of his tea because his throat feels so tight. What the hell is he supposed to do without Brian? Who will there be for him to talk to?

“That’s right,” Brian says. “And when I do I’m coming back. I’m not taking this lying down.”

Adelle grins at him, but as soon as he turns away, she looks as if she might burst into tears. She’s brought Brian a glass of spring water, which he drinks now. He’s so pale it’s almost possible to see the water through the delicate skin of his throat. Brian is tired. Ivan can see now that he has overstayed. Brian leans forward. He has extremely blue eyes; girls who fell in love with his picture could never decide if they were aqua or sapphire.

“Kids are funny,” Brian says. “They can be stronger than we are. Don’t give up on her.”

“No,” Ivan says. “I won’t.”

“Don’t listen to doctors. They told me I’d be dead months ago.”

“And here you are,” Ivan says.

It’s late now, and the sunlight is fading. Adelle coughs and goes to the windows to lift the shades higher. When the light fills the room, Ivan swears he can see all the bones in Brian’s body rising to the surface like fish. He can see Brian dissolving, and in this instant Ivan realizes that Brian is barely here, he is already looking at something far away, something in another dimension no one else can see.


CHAPTER 10

Laurel Smith sits in the bleachers with her knees pulled up, her feet balanced on the empty seat in front of her, her toes curled so her rubber flipflops won’t fall off. She chose this side of the gym because it’s much less crowded than the rows of bleachers she faces, where students and families are scrambling for good seats. This is the first meet of the season, and it’s against Medfield, a school farther west, which is Cheshire’s archrival. It’s an important meet, and Laurel knows it’s an honor for her to have been invited by Amanda. During the time they’ve spent together Laurel has been the instructor, teaching Amanda how to braid her hair, how to simmer chocolate for mousse, how to scoop sand in the marsh and find peculiar blue crabs. Now Amanda wants to show her something, and that’s why Laurel’s here, even though she should be at work.

Laurel was lucky to get a job in Morrow, and she knows it. With no real skills, other than the ones she’s taught Amanda, now that she’s given up her readings she has only the little income she gets from her parents’ estate. She’s lucky, too, that Marie Pointer, who runs the gift shop, is quite deaf, so that if anyone had told her not to hire Laurel, she probably wouldn’t have heard. Mrs. Pointer is extremely patient. She spent an entire afternoon teaching Laurel how to work the cash register, and another showing her how to make out invoices. Mrs. Pointer’s store is not one of the better shops in town; there are no displays of local crafts, no pottery and weavings. But there are plenty of Hallmark cards, and there are ceramic figures of poodles and collies and ducks bought by children on Mother’s Day, as well as rows of candy and gum, magazines, office supplies, and, up by the register, trays of cheap jewelry, mostly birthstone rings made of colored glass.

Laurel doesn’t mind the job. The shop is messy and there are always boxes to be unpacked in the storeroom, trinkets to be dusted, magazines to be rearranged on the rack or, if it’s a really slow day, to be read. The accomplishments of this job are meager. The high point so far has been straightening out a tangled web of ribbon. But Laurel took the job for a weekly paycheck, not for any personal satisfaction. For that, she has Amanda.

Laurel has always kept her distance from people in Morrow; her cottage is far enough out of town for her to be ignored. This is not the only place where she’s felt she doesn’t fit in. She’s felt that all her life; she’s well practiced at making herself as invisible as humanly possible. Today she’s wearing a pair of sunglasses, and her hair is wound up in a knot, but she was foolish enough to wear a white cotton dress, which makes her more noticeable. Certainly Polly sees her as soon as she and Ivan come into the gym.

“I can’t believe this,” Polly says to Ivan. “Laurel Smith is here.”

“It’s a free country,” Ivan says. “It’s a free gym.”

“Hah,” Polly snorts, and Ivan wonders if she’s thinking about all the meets he missed last year.

“We should go over and say hello,” Ivan tells Polly.

“Absolutely not,” Polly says.

“Fine,” Ivan says. “I’ll go.”

“Don’t,” Polly says, and she’s not kidding. She doesn’t trust Laurel Smith. She’s certain Laurel is after something.

Ivan was even more suspicious of Laurel than Polly was; the only way Amanda got him to drive her out to Laurel’s house was to have a fit, complete with tears and threats of locking herself in the bathroom. He doesn’t know what he expected, but he certainly didn’t expect Laurel to be so down-to-earth. As soon as he walked into Laurel’s cottage he realized it was exactly what Amanda would have chosen for herself if eleven-year-olds could have their own houses: it was all pink and yellow and wicker, with a cat who was allowed to leap onto the table and lick out mixing bowls. Ivan went to sit out in the Karmann-Ghia; occasionally he could see Amanda and Laurel through the window, mixing up something, their faces streaked with chocolate. Afterward, Amanda ran out to the car, her face shining. She carried a tray of little chocolate things, which Ivan slid into the back of the Karmann-Ghia.

“Tarts,” Amanda informed him.

He didn’t care if Laurel Smith was a kook if she could make Amanda look so happy over a bunch of tiny pastries.

“Look,” Ivan says to Polly in the doorway of the gym, “Amanda is crazy about her.”

Polly practically had to tie her parents to kitchen chairs to keep them away from this meet. She wanted today to be a special time she and Amanda and Ivan shared. Just the three of them. Now that’s ruined. Polly can’t help but wonder what Amanda and Laurel could possibly have to say to each other. It kills her that Amanda would rather spend time with a stranger than with her own mother. But Ivan is right, what matters is what Amanda wants, and Amanda wants Laurel Smith.

“I’ll go over and get her,” Polly finally says.

Ivan goes and finds them some seats while Polly crosses the gym. Laurel is in the third row. Her head is bent down; she’s reading a newspaper, though Polly’s sure it must be impossible to make anything out with her dark glasses on.

“You’re sitting on the wrong side,” Polly calls from the floor.

Laurel looks up; flustered, she lifts her glasses off.

“Everyone on this side of the gym is rooting for Medfield,” Polly tells Laurel.

Laurel grimaces, then quickly makes her way down to the floor. “Stupid of me,” she says.

“Why don’t you sit with us?” Polly says with absolutely no warmth.

“Oh, no. I couldn’t,” Laurel says.

“You’ve already forced yourself on us, you might as well go ahead and sit with us,” Polly blurts out. She turns away from Laurel, shocked by what she’s said. “I’m sorry,” Polly says now.

“If she didn’t love you, she wouldn’t need to talk to me,” Laurel Smith says.

“Don’t say that,” Polly snaps. “Don’t you dare tell me what my daughter needs.”

“She’s afraid to tell you the things she’s thinking about,” Laurel says.

“How the hell do you know what she’s thinking about?” Polly says. “You don’t even know her.”

Polly’s not about to stand here and listen to this. She starts to walk across the gym, but Laurel Smith follows her.

“She’s thinking about death,” Laurel says. “That’s what we talk about. She doesn’t want to tell you because she’s afraid she’ll hurt you.”

Polly stops at the bottom of the home-team bleachers.

“I could never steal her away from you,” Laurel says. “She can’t be stolen. She’s yours.”

Polly can’t speak, but she nods her head.

“I don’t have to sit with you,” Laurel says.

“Sit with us,” Polly says. “Really,” she says. “I want you to.”

While Laurel follows Polly up the rows of bleachers to the seats Ivan has saved, Jack Eagan has to do the hardest thing he’s ever done. Harder than the decision he made in college not to go on for the Olympic tryouts because he knew he wasn’t good enough. There’s been a lot of talk about Amanda in school, but he hasn’t listened to any of it. He’s something of a loner, he doesn’t consider many of the teachers to be his colleagues, and he never has. The only one he really likes is Rose Traymore, the other P.E. teacher, who coaches basketball and runs the kindergarten through third-grade classes. When Linda Gleason came to his office yesterday, Jack Eagan was shocked. No one ever comes to his office, which is little more than a closet with two desks that he shares with Rose Traymore, right off the equipment room.

“You could use a coat of paint in this office,” Linda Gleason had said when she walked in.

“We could use an office,” Jack had told her. He was in the process of going over the new schedule for away meets and he didn’t want to be bothered.

When Linda Gleason told him she wanted to talk about Amanda Farrell, Jack pulled at his hair and said, “Not that again!” And now he has to tell Amanda what the principal told him. Jack Eagan never even thinks about the blisters on his girls’ hands; every gymnast has them, usually from working out on the uneven parallel bars. Because the parents of one of her teammates have a credible medical report that allows that there is a slight chance of infection to her teammates if her blisters bleed while she’s on the uneven parallel bars and another girl with open blisters immediately follows her onto that piece of equipment, Amanda can no longer compete in that event. Which, in effect, means she can’t compete at all, since a gymnast isn’t taken seriously unless she performs every event. The medical report is rotten, but even Jack Eagan realizes there are real fears of infection involved. Amanda can continue with all her other events, but, Jack Eagan wonders, what is the point?

Eagan feels like walking out on this meet. For two cents he would get into his Pontiac and drive to the beach and go surf fishing. Instead, he asks Rose Traymore to go into the locker room and bring Amanda to his office.

She’s already put chalk on her hands and she has that blank look good gymnasts have before a meet. But when the coach leans back in his chair, fumbling for words, Amanda’s face loses its color, as if she knows what he’s going to say before he says it.

“I’m not that sick!” she says. “I don’t even look sick!”

“I know,” Jack Eagan says. “I didn’t say this was going to be fair. People are so dead wrong about sports, they think sports are fair, but when you think about it there are more losers than winners.”

Amanda has her back to him and she’s crying.

“I ought to know about losing,” Eagan says. He doesn’t know what he’ll do if she faints, or if she gets hysterical; maybe he should stop, but he doesn’t. “I did it enough when I was competing.”

Amanda wipes her eyes with the back of her hand and turns back to him.

“People think reading and math are so important, but it’s in a sport where you’ll really learn something. You don’t always win.”

“No,” Amanda says. Her voice is very small but she’s not as pale. “The bars were always my worst event,” Amanda says.

“You didn’t have a worst event,” Jack Eagan says.

“I don’t think I could have done it anyway,” Amanda admits. “I’m not strong enough. I just didn’t want to tell anybody.”

Jack Eagan knows that once you’re committed to sports it’s hard to lie about your body. You have to use what is good about it, accept your limits and work around them.

“Would it be all right if I did my floor exercise anyway?” Amanda asks. “I asked a friend to come and see me.”

Jack Eagan thinks to himself that life stinks. It stinks because things are beautiful and then they’re taken away.

“Sure,” he says. “Do your routine.”

Polly and Ivan realize something is wrong when most of the girls on the Cheshire team have completed two or three events and Amanda is still on the bench.

“Maybe she’s sick,” Polly whispers.

“She looks fine,” Ivan says. “Eagan wouldn’t have her sitting there if she was sick.”

Ivan stares across the gym to where Amanda sits on the bench. Something’s happened to him. He’s thinking about things differently. He can no longer think the way he must to do his work at the institute; questions no longer have answers, and yet he has more questions than ever. He often finds himself thinking about the afternoon light in Brian’s apartment, how it fell in bands across the polished black piano. Sometimes, for no reason at all, Ivan’s throat gets so thick he can’t talk. He wonders if he’ll ever work again, he just doesn’t seem to care, although at night he dreams of shooting stars and supernovas, and when he wakes in the morning he still sees their brilliant light.

Out on the floor, Jessie Eagan is doing her free exercise, accompanied by her cassette of “Eleanor Rigby.” When she’s finished, there’s scattered applause. Laurel Smith doesn’t know what to watch first; there are girls from Cheshire and from Medfield on the balance beam, the uneven parallel bars, the horse. Gymnastics is like a circus, with rings of events that make it difficult to watch any one competitor. Laurel Smith is reminded of a book she loved as a child in which there was a picture of a thousand fairies, all in luminous dresses, flying this way and that over a field of wheat. This is how the girls look to her, aerial and small, managing to do what should be impossible for any human body.

Amanda gets off the bench and goes to the mat. When the beat of “True Blue” echoes through the gym, Polly and Ivan lean forward. They’re both afraid that Amanda will push herself and get hurt, but they’re equally afraid of what failure or disappointment will do to her. Amanda stands on the edge of the gray exercise mat. Her hair is pulled back into a French braid, her arms reach into the sky. She stands there, immobile and pale. It seems that she’ll be poised on the edge forever and then, just before the ninth beat of the song, as Madonna calls out “Hey!” Amanda runs out onto the mat and does a roundoff, two back handsprings, and a full twisting back layout.

Laurel Smith realizes that watching Amanda perform is like seeing a creature suddenly in the right element, like a fish who cannot move in your hand, suddenly set into a pool.

“I’ve had other guys,” Madonna sings on the cassette. “I’ve looked into their eyes. But I never knew love before, till you walked through my door.”

Amanda starts her next run with a standing backflip followed by a standing frontflip, then two perfect walkovers. When her routine is over, Amanda stands in the center of the mat and bows deeply. No one can tell that she’s shaking. For a moment there is silence, and then Jack Eagan starts to applaud. It’s startling to hear the echo of his hands clapping, even more so because he’s never applauded a girl on his team before. Jessie Eagan stands up from the bench and starts to clap, and every girl on the team follows and does the same. Amanda runs off the mat, and when she gets to Jack Eagan he hugs her, lifting her up from the floor. When he lets go of her, Amanda walks to the end of the bench to meet Jessie. Jessie throws her arms around her.

“You did it!” Jessie says.

Amanda grins, then sits down on the bench, her head down between her knees so she can catch her breath. She knows this is the closest she’ll ever get to a ten. From now on she’ll be sitting on this bench watching her teammates compete, instead of waiting for her turn. She’s had her turn. Her heart is still pounding. When Jessie gets up for her last event, Amanda sits up and wishes her good luck.

“I’ll need it,” Jessie whispers back.

Amanda watches Jessie leap onto the balance beam, then she looks past Jessie. High up, she can see her father and mother and Laurel Smith. Laurel pushes her sunglasses on top of her head and gives Amanda a thumbs-up sign. After the meet, Amanda is still being congratulated on her floor exercise by the other girls. She’s pleased, but she goes off to her locker and gets out her clothes. Jessie comes over and sits down next to her.

“You’re still the greatest,” Jessie says.

Amanda is too tired to take a shower. When she pulls off her leotard her arms and legs hurt.

“My father said you could come over for dinner and stay really late,” Jessie tells her.

Amanda has been thinking about Jessie a lot lately. She’s been thinking about the way the other girls look at her when they’re together.

“I can’t,” she says now.

“Why not?” Jessie says. “My mother will get us a video. I think I can talk her into renting us The Breakfast Club.”

“I just can’t,” Amanda says.

She’s already started spending less time with her mother. Now it’s time to do the same with Jessie.

“Why not?” Jessie presses.

“I don’t want to, all right!?” Amanda says. She can see how hurt Jessie looks, but she goes on. “Why don’t you ask Evelyn?”

“Because I don’t want to. Because she’s a retard.”

“Ask Sue Sherman,” Amanda says.

“You don’t want to be friends with me anymore,” Jessie says hotly. “Now that you’re friends with someone who’s thirty, you don’t need me.”

“Don’t make a big deal about it,” Amanda says. “Ask someone else over.”

“Drop dead,” Jessie says.

Jessie goes to her locker and throws it open.

Amanda pulls on her sweater and follows Jessie. Her legs feel worse, so she sits down on the bench.

“You should have other friends,” Amanda says.

Jessie ignores her and gets dressed.

“I won’t be around forever,” Amanda says. “You’ve got to start making other friends now.”

Jessie stares into her open locker and starts to cry.

“I hate everyone else,” Jessie says. “I only like you.”

Amanda gets up and starts to walk toward the door.

“I hate everyone,” Jessie screams after her, but Amanda keeps walking. Out in the foyer, her parents are waiting. Polly runs over and hugs her.

“Are you all right?” Polly whispers.

“Sure,” Amanda says.

“That’s great,” Polly says. She looks over at Ivan.

“Beautiful routine,” Ivan tells Amanda. “Unbelievable.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Amanda says. She hugs him, then backs away and grins. She can see Laurel Smith in her white dress waiting outside on the grass.

“I want to see what Laurel thought,” Amanda says.

Polly wants to call Amanda back, but she doesn’t. Amanda will always be her daughter, now and forever. That’s why she can stand and watch as Amanda runs outside so quickly you’d think she was weightless, you’d think she was flying straight into the sun.


CHAPTER 11

Amanda has a fever again, and each day that it’s lasted, Ed Reardon has stopped at the Farrells’ in the morning and then again on his way home. This means he doesn’t get home until the children are ready for bed. He has to leave a half-hour earlier in the morning, but he doesn’t have to set his alarm. He’s usually up at dawn. Lately he can’t sleep, and when he does he wakes suddenly, out of nightmares he can’t remember, startled rather than comforted by his familiar bedroom, by Mary beside him, and the blue blanket on their bed.

Mary has begun to ask about Amanda. When the lights are off and the children are fast asleep, she asks him if the girl’s temperature has gone down, if her glands are still as swollen. Ed Reardon never goes into detail, doesn’t mention, for instance, that he’s monitoring Amanda so carefully and sending her every other week to Children’s, where she’s given pentamidine because of the threat of pneumocystis. He has the uneasy sense of betrayal when he talks to Mary in bed; he feels the same way when she’s fixing coffee for him in the morning and he’s watching the clock, with the knowledge that Polly’s already waiting for him. It’s as if Polly were his wife, not Mary, and he owed his allegiance to her. He has some idea of how a bigamist must feel, never in the right place at the right time.

Last evening, when he examined Amanda, her lungs sounded less clear. He told Polly to call if there was any change at all, and ever since he’s been waiting for her call. It comes on Sunday morning while he’s drinking his coffee. He can hear the kids upstairs as he reaches for the phone, he can hear Mary cracking eggs into a mixing bowl. It’s Ivan who calls, and he tells Ed that Amanda is worse, she’s having difficulty breathing. Ed tells Ivan he’s on his way, and before he leaves he makes two calls. One to Henry Byden, a pediatrician in Ipswich who covers for him, to ask if he can take Ed’s emergencies today. The other call is to Children’s Hospital to make certain a room will be available. Just in case. He tells Mary he’ll be home late, and he leaves quickly before the children come downstairs and start to ask for things: buttons buttoned, toast buttered. He has to get out of there before the kids register their disappointment; he has too much disappointment inside him to take much more.

When he gets to the Farrells’, Ivan and the grandparents are waiting for him in the kitchen. Charlie is sitting at the table, but he’s not eating breakfast. Ed does what he has to do: he smiles, he shakes hands, then he goes upstairs alone. Polly has heard him come in and she’s waiting for him in the upstairs hallway. Her face is blotchy and her hair hasn’t been combed. She walks toward Ed and takes his arm as soon as he reaches the top stair.

“We’re going to get her through this one,” Ed says.

Polly nods. She believes him. That is why Ed Reardon feels married to her. She believes him and only him, and in the face of this agony against which he is powerless, Ed momentarily believes in himself.

The bedroom is airless and dark.

“It’s all right,” Polly says to Amanda. “He’s here.”

Ed sits on the edge of Amanda’s bed. He knows it’s Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia as soon as he sees her. Amanda tries to smile at him, but she has to struggle for each breath. Before he examines Amanda, Ed slips on a pair of surgical gloves.

“For her protection,” he explains to Polly, and Polly nods, satisfied, even though what Ed’s told her is only partially true. He’s been advised to wear gloves when he examines AIDS patients, particularly when he thinks he may have abrasions on his hands.

“Who’s that?” he asks of the poster above the bed as he slips the stethoscope under Amanda’s pajama top. “An escaped felon?”

“Bruce Springsteen,” Amanda says. The words are liquid; it’s hard for her to get them out.

“Bruce Springsteen!” Ed says. He looks at Polly, who is biting her lip, then looks back at Amanda. “Can’t he afford better clothes than that? The guy must be a millionaire and everything he has on is torn.”

Amanda smiles faintly as she leans back on her pillow. Ed pats her leg.

“We’re going to try and fix you up over at Children’s Hospital,” Ed says.

Amanda nods, but Ed can see she doesn’t believe him the way Polly does. She’s smart, this girl, and she’s tired.

Polly follows Ed out into the hallway.

“I don’t want her admitted,” Polly says. She has this crazy feeling that if they take Amanda to the hospital, they may never see her again.

“I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t absolutely necessary,” Ed says. “You believe that, don’t you?”

Polly nods, and Ed goes downstairs to talk to Ivan and arrange to meet them at the hospital. The grandfather is gone now, to take the boy out and away from all this. The grandmother looks older than Ed had first thought. She puts a hand on Ivan’s shoulder when Ed tells him Amanda has to be admitted this morning, and she says, “Go ahead. We’ll be here with Charlie.”

Ed Reardon gets to the hospital before they do. He meets with Ellen Shapiro, who helps get a room on the already crowded ward. All they can do here is monitor Amanda and try to keep her free of infection. When the Farrells arrive, Amanda is examined in the emergency room, then is taken up to the ward in a wheelchair, while Polly and Ivan are faced with the paperwork at the admitting desk. Ed has managed to get Amanda a private room, but Polly is shocked when she sees the sign on the door. BLOOD AND BODY FLUID PRECAUTIONS, it reads.

“No one will be wearing gloves or masks unless they have to draw blood or insert Amanda’s IV,” Ed tells Polly.

Polly and Ivan walk slowly, with leaden movements. When they go into her room, Amanda looks terrified. They can hear her breath rattling in her chest.

“I don’t want to stay here!” Amanda says. She sits up with effort, she looks as if she might try to make a run for it, even though she’s hooked up to an IV.

“I’m staying with you,” Polly says. “I’m not leaving until you leave.”

This calms Amanda, and she leans back, exhausted. Ivan sits on the other side of the bed and asks Amanda for a list of what she might like brought from home. Amanda begins by telling him she wants her cassette player and her own pajamas. When she’s finished, Ivan repeats Amanda’s list so he’ll remember it: “True Blue,” “Born in the U.S.A.,” “Thriller.” Polly goes to the window and stands with Ed Reardon. They don’t talk to each other. They watch cars out in the parking lot, and after a while Ivan joins them.

“She’s asleep,” Ivan says.

When they go into the hallway, Ed Reardon says they can spend the night, although Amanda is so exhausted he suggests that they stay in the lounge rather than in Amanda’s room, as Polly did the last time Amanda was in the hospital.

The last time was for appendicitis.

“I told her I’d bring her cassette player tomorrow,” Ivan tells Ed.

“You can bring whatever she wants from home,” Ed says. “We want her to be comfortable. Let’s get something to eat while she’s sleeping.”

Ivan nods and he and Ed start to walk toward the elevator. Polly doesn’t follow them, so Ivan walks back to her. She refuses to leave, she says she’s not hungry, and she’s in the exact same place where they left her half an hour later, when they return with a sandwich and coffee, both of which she ignores. Late in the afternoon, Ed goes to call his office and then to check in with Ellen Shapiro. While he’s gone, Ivan gets a chair out of the lounge for Polly, but she won’t sit down. She’s on guard, she can’t afford to sit down.

“You don’t have to stay,” Polly tells Ivan. Ivan’s been up all night and one of them should be there for Charlie. It’s a shock to suddenly think Charlie’s name; Polly hasn’t thought of him once all day.

“I don’t want to leave you here alone,” Ivan says.

“I’m not alone,” Polly says. “I’m with Amanda.”

Not long after Ivan leaves, the resident who’s been monitoring Amanda comes out and tells Polly that Amanda has woken up and is asking for her. Amanda is breathing easier and she looks a little less scared. Polly sits on a hard-backed chair and reads from a gossip magazine the resident has brought them. Luckily, the magazine is filled with personal details about all of Amanda’s favorite singers, and Amanda listens quietly. As she reads, Polly could swear she smells a combination of blood and sugar, but maybe it’s just the scent of her own terror. No child should be as quiet as Amanda is, no little girl should look as pale. When the resident has to change Amanda’s IV she slips on surgical gloves.

“I know I didn’t hurt you,” the resident says jokingly to Amanda. “I’m the best IV inserter in the hospital. I’m the Cyndi Lauper of IVs.”

When Amanda starts to doze, the resident suggests that Polly get a pillow and blanket for herself at the desk. “There’s a couch in the lounge,” she tells Polly. “Go get it before someone else does. She’ll be out for the night.”

Polly nods and goes out, but she’s already decided to spend the night in the hall outside Amanda’s room. She quickly goes to the lounge to get herself a cup of coffee, and while she’s at the machine she breaks into sobs. There are several parents there, trying to get some sleep while they can, so Polly covers her mouth and takes her coffee back out into the hall. Ed Reardon is there, waiting for her.

“I have to go home,” Ed says.

“I know,” Polly tells him.

“I don’t want to,” Ed says.

He goes in to check on Amanda. When he comes out, Polly realizes she hasn’t called home. She doesn’t want to talk to Ivan or her parents or Charlie. She doesn’t have room for them.

“Take a walk with me,” Ed Reardon says.

Polly shakes her head.

“She’s asleep,” Ed says. “Take a walk with me for ten minutes.”

Polly can’t remember the last good night’s sleep she’s had. She can’t recall if she’s had anything to eat today or whether or not she’s peed in the last ten hours. She follows Ed Reardon down the hallway; she tries not to think that every step she takes is a step away from Amanda. When they go outside the fresh air is dizzying; there is a low cover of clouds, and tonight there won’t be a single star in the sky. Polly feels faint. As if he knew this, Ed Reardon puts his arm around her and guides her through the parking lot. When they get to his car, Ed opens the passenger door for Polly. As Ed gets in behind the wheel, she shifts away from him and leans her back against the door.

“Sometimes you just have to get out,” Ed says.

The car is an old Volvo station wagon. In the back there are two car seats for Ed’s youngest children; there is popcorn and sand on the carpet and in the cracks of the seats. Ed Reardon realizes that he should have taken their other car and left the station wagon with the children’s car seats for Mary. But he wasn’t thinking this morning. He’s not thinking now.

“Are you all right?” he asks Polly.

“No,” Polly says.

“I’ve been lying to you,” Ed Reardon says. “I’ve been letting you think there were possibilities, that this wasn’t terminal. I can’t lie to you anymore.”

If Polly could close her ears the way she closes her eyes, she would. She is having trouble breathing. She leans toward Ed Reardon and holds out her arms to him. Ed pulls Polly onto his lap and wraps his arms around her. He feels incredibly warm to Polly; she can feel the heat from beneath the blue-and-white-striped shirt he wears. She leans her face against his neck and she feels like a vampire, desperate for what he has. They stay that way, holding each other, for a long time. Other cars leave the parking lot, and in a little while it begins to rain. When Ed Reardon strokes her hair, Polly feels safe. Their breath, which is fogging up the windows, is creating its own cocoon. A grid of rain crosses the windshield and the sky has grown so dark that it might as well be midnight. What they’re doing is more intimate than making love; they don’t exist without each other. Polly can no longer tell where Ed Reardon’s heat leaves off and hers begins. The way she feels makes Polly believe that things can be alive. She’s desperate to believe in something. She falls asleep in his arms, and when she wakes up, twenty minutes later, she’s panicked in the dark, she doesn’t know where she is until she feels Ed holding her tighter.

“You’ll feel better now,” Ed tells her.

Polly kisses him and when he kisses her back she can tell he’s been waiting for her. She kisses him as if she would die without him. This is the kiss Amanda will never have. Polly doesn’t want to stop, she wants never to stop, but she knows she has to. She slides over to her own seat, feels in her pocket for a tissue, then blows her nose.

“Temporary insanity,” she says. It’s supposed to be a joke.

Ed Reardon looks straight ahead. “Not insanity,” he says.

Polly looks at him and feels her desire for him all over again. She takes his hand, then lets go.

“I’m going in,” she says.

“I’ll go with you,” Ed says.

“Go home and get some sleep,” Polly tells him. “We need you too much for you to be tired.”

She gets out of the car, knowing Ed is watching her, just in case she turns back. She continues to feel their kiss; a heat lingers in her mouth and deep inside her. Much later, as she sits beside Amanda while she sleeps, Polly can still feel the heat. It’s so pure that when she leans down and kisses Amanda’s forehead, the heat is transferred to her daughter, exactly where it belongs.


CHAPTER 12

After he leaves the hospital, Ivan gets onto Storrow Drive, heading west to 93, but when he gets to the Copley exit he turns off and drives to Marlborough Street. It isn’t Adelle who answers his ring on the intercom but the night nurse, who tells him that Brian is sleeping and can’t be disturbed. And yet, Ivan feels good just walking in the dark down Marlborough Street, where the old streetlights barely cast a shadow. It is good to think of Brian sleeping, dreaming of something other than pain. Just before he reaches his parked car, Ivan looks up, past the black roofs; it’s a relief to see familiar stars. But as he watches, the clouds move in, they close up the sky. Ivan can smell the rain before it comes, he can feel the dampness in the pit of his stomach. He can’t allow himself to think about his daughter in the hospital, he won’t think about the strain of each of her breaths, the rattling sound of each gasp. He just drives, and he thinks about stars all the way home. He gets it into his head that he should buy Brian a telescope, a small one they could set up at the window. He has a frantic desire to get the telescope right now; he’d do anything to escape walking past Amanda’s empty room, but he just keeps driving, and before he knows it he’s reached Morrow. He hasn’t paid any attention to where he’s been going, but he’s home anyway, and it’s not really as if he ever had a choice.

In the morning, Ivan collects the few belongings Amanda’s asked for and packs them into her gym bag. He can hear Al and Claire and Charlie having breakfast down in the kitchen, but he doesn’t have the stomach for food. They can hear him too, rummaging through the drawers in Amanda’s room, going through her box of cassettes.

“You still make the best coffee I ever had,” Al says to his wife.

“Now I know you’re a liar,” Claire says. “I couldn’t find any filters. It’s instant. You hate instant.”

They are both watching Charlie for his reaction as they tease each other.

“Did you hear that, boy?” Al asks Charlie. “She set out to trick me, didn’t she?”

Charlie looks at his grandfather blankly. “I guess so,” he says.

It seems to Al that everyone has forgotten that Charlie exists. When Ivan came home from the hospital he didn’t talk to anyone. He sat out on the porch, then went upstairs to bed before ten.

“I’ll drive you to school,” Al tells Charlie.

“That’s okay,” Charlie says. “I’ll take my bike.”

“Does your mother allow you to do that?” Claire asks.

“Sure,” Charlie says.

He gets his books and goes to the door.

“Don’t you say anything?” Al asks him.

Charlie stops at the door. He’s wearing the same clothes he wore yesterday, a pair of faded jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt on which a dinosaur rides a skateboard. He slept in the T-shirt and the fabric is a mass of wrinkles. Polly has forgotten to do the laundry, and there’s not one clean thing in Charlie’s bureau that fits him. Even though his grandmother plans to do the wash that afternoon, Charlie hates his mother for not doing the laundry. For some reason he’s afraid he’ll never see her again.

“How about a good-bye?” Al says. “How about a see-you-later-alligator?”

“See you,” Charlie says as he slips out the door.

Al finishes his coffee, cursing to himself.

“Don’t say anything,” Claire warns him. “Don’t tell Polly and Ivan how to run their family. Don’t say a word.”

“If you can’t tell your own children what to do, who can you tell?” Al says, indignant.

“Anyone else,” Claire advises him.

The kitchen has already been cleaned up from breakfast when Ivan comes down.

“I’ll be back this afternoon,” Ivan tells his in-laws. “Six at the latest. Tell Charlie I should be home by suppertime.”

“Tell him yourself,” Al says.

“What?” Ivan says, figuring he’s misread his father-in-law’s hostility.

“You heard me,” Al says. “You tell him. It’ll be the first time you’ve spoken to him in two days.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Ivan says.

“Don’t listen to him,” Claire tells Ivan. “Go on to the hospital.”

“You’ve got two children,” Al says. “In case you’ve forgotten.”

“Charlie knows we have to take care of Amanda first,” Ivan says. “You’re the one who’s too stupid and selfish to understand. Polly’s always said that about you, and like an idiot I defended you.”

“Well, she was right,” Al says. “I was selfish. I left my family and they took me back, and I’ve been paying for it ever since. Haven’t I?” he says to Claire.

“You fool,” Claire says. “This isn’t the time.”

“I’m an old man, and I may be stupid, but there’s one thing I know,” Al tells Ivan. “Don’t you dare forget about that boy.”

Ivan shakes his head, disgusted. He grabs Amanda’s gym bag, gets his keys from the counter, and goes out, slamming the door behind him. It takes a while for the Karmann-Ghia to start and when it does the engine sounds like a motorboat. He makes the turn onto Ash, still furious with Al. It’s easy for Al to give advice; he’s so free with it, it must be. The last time Al was on his case was when he heard the conference Ivan was supposed to go to was in Orlando. Why didn’t Ivan take the kids with him so they could go to Disney World? And in fact, several of the astronomers he knows took their families with them, made a vacation out of the trip. Ivan had thought the kids were too old for Disney World, he forgets how young they are sometimes because they’re both so much more sophisticated than he was at their age. If he had to name what is important to him in his life he could do it in three words: Polly, Amanda, Charlie. He guns the motor of the Karmann-Ghia, knowing that he’s lying to himself. There’s something else he loves: science. He didn’t want to take Charlie to Disney World because of science, he didn’t want his son to be sidetracked by pretense: fake submarines and plastic sea monsters and talking stuffed bears.

Ivan wants everything that seems marvelous to Charlie to be pure science, the way it was for him growing up. This is the gift he’s given to Charlie, it’s a gift Charlie was ready for, wanted, delighted in. They’ve communicated with lightning bugs in bottles rather than words, constellations sighted instead of what they feel inside. Ivan has always stressed how much there is to marvel at, whether it was a colony of ants they’d found or a rare mushroom. Now what is he supposed to tell Charlie? Is it marvelous that an entire immune system can be attacked by a single virus? Do egrets and ants and shooting stars make up for that?

Ivan goes straight where he should turn if he’s getting onto 93. He guns the motor again and rolls down his window. He keeps an eye on the bike path that runs parallel to the road, separated from traffic by a strip of grass. Lots of kids bike this way to school, but Ivan finally spots Charlie on his black Raleigh, his books tied to the back of the bike, looseleaf paper flapping out of his notebook as he pedals.

Ivan honks the horn, and Charlie turns to look. Ivan slows the Karmann-Ghia to the pace of the bike, then pulls over and parks on the grass. Charlie rides over and grabs on to the roof of the car to steady his bike.

“I didn’t get to say good-bye to you,” Ivan says.

“Yeah, well, I’m going to be late,” Charlie says.

“Five minutes won’t kill you,” Ivan says. “I’ll write you a late note.”

Charlie gets off his bike and lays it on the grass, then sits beside it. He doesn’t move when Ivan comes and sits down beside him, but he feels trapped. He keeps one hand on the cool metal frame of his bike.

“Great shirt,” Ivan says.

“It’s old,” Charlie tells him.

“Oh,” Ivan says. “I guess I haven’t seen it before.”

They’re less than a foot from the bike path, and every once in a while a kid passes by and there’s a breeze from the turning wheels.

“I know you’re worried about Amanda,” Ivan says. “They’ll find a cure. All they need is time and money.”

“What makes you so sure?” Charlie says. “You don’t know for certain.”

“Polio,” Ivan says. “Tuberculosis. Influenza. Diphtheria. Scarlet fever. All of them were once critical or terminal.”

Charlie is staring up at the sky. “Will they find it in time for Amanda?” he asks.

It’s easy for Ivan to forget that Charlie is eight years old. He rides his bike so wildly, searching out bumps, his sneakers and jeans are so filthy, he chews gum as loudly as a teenager. He has been alive for only eight years. Not long ago he slept with a stuffed dog called Nova. In nature, Ivan knows, anything is possible. Logic is a human assumption, twisted to fit any shape a man wants. Is it any more logical for a child to die than for a bug to walk on water?

“It’s very unlikely,” Ivan says.

“Just tell me yes or no!” Charlie shouts.

“No,” Ivan says. “It won’t be in time for Amanda.”

Charlie runs his hand over the wheel of his bike and it begins to move in a slow, silver circle.

“Then I wish she would just die,” Charlie says.

Charlie expects his father to slap him, but Ivan joins him in looking up at the sky. Ivan is thinking about the night Amanda was born, how fragile she seemed and how tough she actually was.

“Is there anything that has a lifespan of one day?” Charlie asks.

“A mayfly,” Ivan tells him. “Genus Ephemera.”

For an instant, when he looks at Charlie, Ivan imagines he’s seeing Brian. They both sit hunched over, they’re both so young.

“Let me write that note for you,” Ivan says.

Charlie nods and rips a piece of paper out of his notebook. His throat feels tight. He doesn’t want his father to go. A car speeds by and the sudden noise and vibration make Charlie’s heart beat faster. Last night he dreamed he was the tyrannosaurus again, and every once in a while the panic of his dream comes back to him, even here in broad daylight, beside his father.

Last night he was alone on earth, or at least there was nothing else like him, just turtles with shells too hard to crack and small, running things he couldn’t catch. He tried to eat dirt, just to fill up his stomach, but the ground would not move. It was black ice.

He is the last of the things like him, so he doesn’t bother to run and hide when the sky explodes with thunder, with a thousand fires that will not die but that can’t bring back the heat he needs. He has a terrible urge to see the thing that is like him but bigger; if he doesn’t see anything like himself, he knows there will soon be an end to him. He makes a noise, a bellow loud enough to shake the earth, but no other living thing will ever hear it. He walks as fast as he can, almost runs, when he sees water, a shallow swampy pool that has not yet frozen solid. He bends to the water, he throws himself at it, clawing for fish, for creatures without shells, but everything is fast and small enough to get past him or else it is frozen and dead.

He is the tyrant lizard who sinks into the water. His body is limp, his tail embedded in the cold mud, turning to clay, turning him into clay. Above him, the sky no longer looks familiar, so the tyrant lizard closes his eyes. He lets himself stop breathing. Who will remember him and who will find him is not his concern. Bubbles of air escape from his nostrils and ripple the shallow water. He lurches and tries to get to his feet. He makes that bellowing sound again. He is the last of his kind, and that is a battle in itself. Already, creatures that will outlast him, fish and turtles and things with wings, are circling him, waiting to take pieces of him, snapped off in their beaks. With amazing effort, he rises to his feet, and after that effort he has won, he can let himself go, down where there were once reeds and warm water, where there is the mud that will preserve him, or parts of him, at least, although nothing can preserve the sound he made the last time he looked at the sky.

Charlie can’t tell his father about his dream. It’s stupid to have nightmares at his age, to think you’re a creature you’ve never even seen. All the same, he’s glad that his father’s here beside him on the bike path.

“Come on,” Ivan says. “I’ll give you a ride to school.”

“Nah,” Charlie says. “I’ve got my bike.”

Charlie gets up and Ivan reaches out his arm so Charlie can imagine he’s dragging his father to his feet. Ivan doesn’t pull himself up the way he usually does and he’s surprised by how strong Charlie is.

“Are you all right?” Ivan asks.

“Sure,” Charlie says.

“You want to go to the hospital with me?” Ivan asks. He’s not sure how much Charlie can take, but he doesn’t want to shut him out.

Charlie shakes his head no. “I’d better get to school,” he says. He’s already decided that he’ll bicycle home fast after school, tear off these filthy clothes, and put on some of the clean ones his grandmother will have washed.

“You’re sure you’re all right?” Ivan says.

“Go on,” Charlie tells him. “Mom’s probably waiting for you.”

Ivan picks up Charlie’s bike and rights it. What he wouldn’t have given to have a bike like this one when he was a kid. He wishes he could ride along with Charlie, maybe not to school but out toward the beach. He wishes he were eight years old and could pedal faster than anyone in the neighborhood. He wouldn’t know any more than Charlie then. He wouldn’t be expected to.


CHAPTER 13

Al has to go back to work in New York, but Claire stays on for the rest of the week. Every day she fixes carefully prepared trays to take up to Amanda. And when Amanda finally is able to return to school, Claire stays on, and the oddest thing of all is that sometimes Polly is glad that her mother’s there. Not that she wants to talk to Claire. She’s uncomfortable when they’re together, she doesn’t know what to say. But when she smells the leek and cabbage soup her mother’s cooking, Polly feels like crying. She wants to be in the kitchen with her mother; after all these years, she wants to be close to her.

It’s only the middle of October, but already it’s getting cold. In the fields surrounding Morrow there are pumpkins and stalks of drying corn; there are red and yellow leaves in the gutters of the houses and on the brick walks, and some mornings when Polly takes the garbage out she can blow and see her breath in the air. This used to be her favorite time of year; she used to wonder how people could live in California without mourning for the colors of fall. Now the black trees with their rich ruby-colored leaves seem heartless and gaudy. It’s getting colder, that’s all she knows. Before they turn around it will be winter.

Claire has been outside, waiting for Al to arrive. Last weekend he fixed the porch step, and now, as soon as he gets out of the car he starts to search for the rake. He has a method of raking that involves making separate piles of leaves all over the lawn. Polly and Ivan watch him from the kitchen; all the piles of leaves are the same size.

“A compulsive fix-it man,” Ivan says to Polly.

“Don’t offer to help him,” Polly says. “You’d never get it right.”

Inside the house, it’s quiet. Laurel Smith has been by to pick up Amanda and take her to a record store at the mall. Claire comes in briefly to get the laundry basket and goes back out to hang the wash on the line, even though there’s a perfectly good dryer in the basement. Charlie is still in bed; he was up late last night, watching TV long past his bedtime. Ivan and Polly feel self-conscious having breakfast alone together. When they were first married and living in Cambridge, they always had breakfast together before Ivan walked over to his classes at MIT and Polly took the bus to Harvard Square, where she worked in the print department of the Coop. Ivan always got up first; he made extremely strong coffee, so bitter many of their friends refused to drink it. Polly liked to sit at the table in her nightgown and watch Ivan cook. Everything he did was fascinating, even the way he buttered toast. They were greedy for each other on weekends. They avoided their friends, not just because they wanted to make love but because no one else was as interesting to them as they were to each other.

“How about a cheese omelet?” Ivan asks.

“Great,” Polly says. “Thanks.”

Ivan beats eggs in a bowl they received as a wedding present, although they no longer remember from whom.

“My father should have lived someplace where he could have had a lawn,” Polly says.

“Why?” Ivan asks as he searches the refrigerator for cheddar cheese. “He probably would have cemented it over. Neater that way.”

Polly laughs. “You’re right.”

Ivan holds up a chunk of cheese dotted with green mold. “When is this from?” he teases Polly. “Nineteen thirty-four?”

“Mold is good for you,” Polly tells him.

“Oh, really?” Ivan says. “Why don’t we let your mother examine this? Let’s get her opinion on people who store moldy food.”

“Don’t you dare!” Polly grins as she goes over to Ivan and tries to get the package of cheese away from him.

“I’ll bet your mother cleans out the whole refrigerator when she sees this,” Ivan says.

He’s holding the cheese in one hand way up over his head. He keeps Polly away with his free hand.

“Over my dead body she will,” Polly says. “Give me that!”

Polly jumps up and manages to get the cheese, then she collapses against Ivan, laughing. “You creep.”

“How about scrambled eggs instead of an omelet?” Ivan says.

Polly’s still trying to catch her breath. She nods her head. “You always made the best scrambled eggs.”

“If you like burned food,” Ivan says.

“Which I do,” Polly tells him.

They’re standing close together, their shoulders touching.

“Exactly why I married you,” Ivan says.

Polly feels embarrassed; being in love seems an illicit thing, it’s not for them but for people who aren’t afraid of fevers, who don’t shudder in the dark.

“The TV was still hot when I woke up this morning,” Ivan says.

“David Letterman.” Polly nods. A show Charlie’s not allowed to watch.

“Now he gets to sleep past ten,” Ivan says. “He’s not supposed to do that until he’s a teenager.”

“I’ll get him,” Polly says.

“That’s it, wake him up,” Ivan agrees. “He’s certainly done it to us enough times.”

Polly goes upstairs. Through a hall window she can see her mother, down in the yard, hanging Ivan’s shirts on the line. There are still some purple asters along the fence, and, near the back door, a few October roses.

“Time for breakfast,” Polly says as she knocks on Charlie’s door. She opens the door before Charlie can answer, then makes her way in the dark over the sneakers and socks and comic books on the floor. She snaps the shade up and opens the window. The smell of sneakers is strong in this room, and it’s mixed with the scent of cedar from a bag of wood chips Charlie’s supposed to keep downstairs, near his hamster cages.

It feels like any other day, a normal day they might have had before August. For a moment, Polly allows herself to feel lucky. Her daughter is out at the mall buying cassettes, her husband is in the kitchen making breakfast, her parents are far enough away from the house so they can’t actually bother her. Polly smiles when she sees Charlie snuggle down under his quilt, but she goes over and pulls the quilt off him.

“This is what you get for staying up late,” Polly says.

Charlie reaches for the quilt and pulls it back over him. “I don’t want to get up,” he says. “It’s too cold in here.”

Polly has begun to pick up some of the dirty clothes scattered on the floor. Now she dumps the pile she’s collected on the top of Charlie’s bureau. She goes over to the bed and leans down so she can touch Charlie’s forehead. He rolls away, but Polly can already tell. He has a fever. A bad one. Polly runs out to the bathroom and gets the thermometer down from the medicine cabinet. She sees the toothbrushes hanging from their rack and immediately thinks of what Ed Reardon said at the school board meeting. There have been siblings who used each other’s toothbrushes without contracting AIDS. Polly runs back to Charlie’s room and makes him sit up and open his mouth so she can take his temperature. His pajamas are soaked with sweat.

“Oh, shit,” Polly says.

She feels behind Charlie’s ears and along his neck. His glands are swollen. When she takes the thermometer out of his mouth it reads 102. She helps Charlie lie back down, covers him with a second blanket, then runs to the stairs.

“Ivan,” she calls.

“Breakfast,” Ivan shouts from the kitchen.

“Ivan!” Polly screams.

Ivan runs from the kitchen to the bottom of the stairs, a spatula in his hand.

“Charlie’s sick,” Polly says.

Ivan takes one look at her, then runs up the stairs. He goes past her, into Charlie’s room. Polly follows him so closely she bumps into him when he stops.

“Are you okay?” Ivan says to Charlie.

“I’m sick,” Charlie says.

“I’ll get you some Tylenol,” Ivan tells him.

Polly follows Ivan back into the hallway and grabs him.

“He’s got it,” Polly says.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ivan says. He goes into the bathroom and gets the Children’s Tylenol. Polly comes up behind him as he bends over the sink to fill a paper cup with water.

“He’s got it,” Polly says. Her voice breaks and she grabs Ivan so hard the paper cup falls into the sink. “He got it from her.”

Polly sits down on the toilet and begins to wail. Ivan closes the bathroom door and sits down across from her, on the rim of the tub.

“He has a cold,” Ivan says.

“It’s just the way she was!” Polly cries.

“Stop it,” Ivan says. “Do you want him to hear you?”

“I should have sent him away,” Polly says. “Oh, God. I should have made him stay in New York.”

“For Christ’s sake!” Ivan says. “He has a fucking cold! He has the flu! What should we have done? Put Amanda in quarantine? You sound like all the rest of them.”

Polly looks up at him, riveted.

He’s right.

She gets up and wipes her face with a towel, then goes into their bedroom. Her hands are shaking as she dials Ed Reardon. He tells her not to worry, he’ll be over in five minutes or less. Polly hangs up the phone. Then, afraid to go into Charlie’s room and let him see how scared she is, she stands in the hallway. Ivan has gone down to the kitchen. Now he returns with a tall glass of orange juice and some damp dishtowels to help cool Charlie off.

“Go downstairs,” he tells Polly. “Relax. Eat your burned eggs.”

Polly tries to laugh but her voice cracks in half.

“Your mother’s in the kitchen all by herself. She knows something’s up.”

“God,” Polly says. “I can’t talk to her.”

It takes Ed Reardon four and a half minutes to get there. He’s wearing old jeans and a gray sweater; he’s been out in his yard all morning, raking with the kids. This time Mary blew up; they’re expected at her sister’s for lunch, and if Ed’s not back by then, they’re leaving without him.

“He has all the same symptoms,” Polly whispers to Ed in the hallway.

“The flu’s going around,” Ed says. “Everyone I saw yesterday had it. Is he under 103?”

Polly nods. Ed puts his arm around her for a moment, then goes into Charlie’s room.

“Trying to get out of raking the lawn?” Polly hears Ed say to Charlie.

When Ed starts to examine Charlie, Ivan comes out. Polly is sitting in the hall, her back against the wall.

“You’re making it worse for yourself,” Ivan says. “Go downstairs.”

Polly doesn’t answer him.

“Or will you only do what he tells you to do?” Ivan says with real bitterness.

“I’m not going to respond to that,” Polly says.

Ivan sinks down next to her on the floor.

“Don’t do this,” he says.

“What am I doing wrong now?” Polly says.

“You’re breaking us up,” Ivan says.

Polly looks at the floor. “I’m not doing it,” she says. “It’s just happening.”

“No,” Ivan tells her. “It doesn’t just happen. You have to help it along. You have to give up on it.”

As soon as Ed Reardon comes out of Charlie’s room, Ivan and Polly both get to their feet.

“The flu,” Ed says. “I’m going to run an AIDS test just for everyone’s peace of mind.”

“Meaning I’m crazy,” Polly says.

“Anyone would have had the same reaction,” Ed says. “I see these symptoms every day in kids, I have for years, only now the first thing I think is AIDS. It’s on our minds. You did the right thing to call me. I’m going to send a blood sample to the lab and try to rush them. I want you to know I’m a hundred percent certain it’ll turn up negative.”

Polly nods, comforted. Before they go downstairs, Ed says, “I don’t want Amanda sleeping here tonight. I don’t want her exposed to the flu. I don’t want to risk another bout with pneumonia. Don’t get her worried. Act as if it’s a treat for her to spend the weekend with a friend. If there’s no one you trust for her to stay with, I’d just as soon have her in the hospital as here.”

Claire and Al are in the kitchen, rattled by the doctor’s presence.

“What the hell is going on?” Al asks.

“The flu,” Ed says. “You’re doing a great job out there. Want to come over and rake a few in my yard?”

“Polly?” Claire says anxiously.

“Everything’s fine,” Polly says. There are burned eggs in a frying pan on the stove. Untouched coffee and toast on the table. Polly puts her arm around her mother, and she’s surprised by how small Claire seems. “Really.”

That night Charlie’s fever breaks, but Amanda is still allowed to spend the night at Laurel’s, and she’s thrilled. Laurel makes up a bed for her on the wicker loveseat and they have homemade pizza and real lemonade for dinner. Laurel doesn’t have a cassette player, so they sit in her car to hear Amanda’s new tapes.

“This is how it would be if we were roommates,” Amanda says. “Our boyfriends would have just left.”

“They would have given us diamond necklaces,” Laurel says.

“And pink and yellow roses,” Amanda says.

“They’d give us white sports cars,” Laurel adds. Her Datsun’s battery is wearing down just from using the cassette player. “Porsches.”

When they see the first star they both make a wish.

“Tell me what yours is,” Laurel says.

“I can’t,” Amanda says. “It’s too stupid.”

“I won’t laugh,” Laurel says. “I promise.”

“I wished I could have my braces off,” Amanda says.

“That’s not stupid,” Laurel Smith tells her.

“It isn’t?” Amanda says.

“It’s a great wish,” Laurel says. “Honest.”

As they’re walking back to the house the phone rings. It’s Polly, for the third time, just checking on Amanda.

“She worries all the time,” Amanda says when she gets off the phone.

“She probably just wanted to say good night,” Laurel says.

Amanda goes into the bathroom and gets undressed. She’s borrowing one of Laurel’s nightgowns, and even though it’s too big, it’s beautiful; it’s made out of soft pink flannel with a collar of lace. She’s been given her own towel and washcloth and a little soap in the shape of a seashell. When she comes back into the living room, Amanda is so tired her eyes are closing. Laurel tucks her in beneath a cotton quilt.

“Wait till you hear the birds in the morning,” Laurel says as she lowers the shades behind the couch. “They’ll wake you up at dawn, so just go back to sleep.”

“I’d rather get up and watch them,” Amanda says.

“Then go to sleep now,” Laurel tells her.

Laurel turns out the lights and starts for the bedroom, with the cat, Stella, dodging her steps.

“Laurel?” Amanda calls.

“Everything all right?” Laurel asks.

“Oh, yeah,” Amanda says. “I was just wondering if you could leave a light on.”

Laurel feels along the wall, then switches on the bright overhead light.

“Wait a minute,” she says. She goes into the bedroom and unplugs her lamp with the pink silk shade. Then she puts it behind the wicker couch and plugs it in.

“There,” Laurel says, pleased by the rose-colored cast of light from the lamp.

“You’ll talk to me, won’t you?” Amanda asks.

Laurel sits down on the edge of the coffee table. “Do you want me to stay until you fall asleep?”

“No,” Amanda says. “I mean afterward. When I’m dead.”

“Honey, I can’t do that,” Laurel says evenly.

“Yes, you can.” Amanda sits up and leans forward. “That’s what you do. You’re a medium.”

“They were dreams,” Laurel says. She takes one of Amanda’s hands in her own. “That’s all they were.”

Amanda pulls her hand away and studies Laurel. “Maybe you could. You could if you really wanted to.”

It’s late now and there are night herons in the marsh, searching the shallow water.

“No,” Laurel says. “Not even if I really want to.”

“I thought you’d be able to talk to me,” Amanda whispers.

Laurel swallows hard, then shakes her head no. Weak with disappointment, Amanda leans back, her head on the pillow.

“I’ll dream about you,” Laurel tells her.

“You will?” Amanda says.

“Always,” Laurel says.

“You don’t really have to stay with me until I fall asleep,” Amanda says.

“That’s okay,” Laurel tells her. “I don’t mind.”

Amanda keeps her eyes closed, and after a while she hears Laurel get up. Laurel pulls the quilt over Amanda’s shoulders, then goes into her bedroom and closes the door. But that’s all right, Amanda knows she’ll be able to sleep. She wishes she could stay here forever because she’s not as afraid as she usually is at night. As she falls asleep, Amanda is absolutely certain she’ll be the first one to wake up in the morning; she’ll be the first to hear the birds call.

But Ed Reardon may be the first person awake in town; he’s up long before dawn. He took Charlie’s blood sample to the lab himself and told them to rush it so Polly wouldn’t have to wait till Monday for an answer. They’ve promised to call in the test results by ten today. Ed Reardon knows he can’t have fallen in love with Polly, but that’s what it feels like. He’s too raw; he’s showing things he shouldn’t. Mary wouldn’t talk to him when she and the kids got back from her sister’s, and Ed didn’t even try to approach her. Now she comes downstairs in the dark and finds him in the kitchen, having a cup of instant coffee. Mary goes to the stove and puts up a kettle for real coffee.

“Is there something I should know about?” Mary says.

“It’s a quarter to six,” Ed says. “I don’t want to fight.”

Mary sits down across from him at the table. “Just tell me,” she says.

She looks pretty with no makeup; she smells like sleep.

“Just tell me now and I won’t ask you again,” Mary says.

Ed knows that she means it. She doesn’t hold a grudge, she forgives easily, and she’s honest enough to expect other people to be equally honest. Ed knows that he’s married to her. Whether or not he wants to be at this moment doesn’t really matter.

“There’s nothing you should know about,” he tells her.

At a little after ten Ed calls Polly to let her know that Charlie’s test results are negative.

“Thank God,” Polly says. “I was going crazy. I was crazy.”

“If his fever’s broken and he’s not coughing you can have Amanda come home,” Ed says.

“How did you get the lab to run this on the weekend?” Polly asks him.

“I told them it was for you,” Ed says.

They’re both silent then. Charlie has the TV turned up and Claire is running the water in the sink. Mary and the kids are getting dressed so they can drive out to a farm and choose their pumpkin for Halloween.

“Well,” Polly says finally, “I guess I’d better go.”

“Me too,” Ed Reardon says.

He listens to her hang up the phone, then he hangs up. He takes his jacket from the hall closet, then gets the car keys and goes outside.

“I don’t believe this,” Mary says when she comes outside and finds him in the car. “Get in,” she tells the kids. “Are you actually coming with us?” she asks Ed.

He doesn’t know whether he is or not until he turns the key in the ignition.

“Of course I am,” Ed says. “Where else would I go?”

In Morrow, on Sunday, the market doesn’t open till noon, and that’s where Polly heads as soon as her parents leave to drive back to New York. Amanda will be back for dinner, and Polly wants everything to be special. God knows what Laurel Smith let her eat last night. God knows what they talked about.

Polly pulls in and parks, then gets a cart someone’s left in the parking lot. She takes her shopping list out of her jacket pocket as she walks toward the market.

“It is you,” Betsy Stafford says. “I wasn’t sure from a distance.”

Polly keeps walking, pushing her cart up the ramp to the sidewalk, headed toward the electronic swinging door.

“Polly, we have to talk,” Betsy says.

You bitch, Polly thinks. She rolls her cart faster. The wheels squeak.

“I know you’re mad,” Betsy says.

Polly stops, frozen. If she had a gun she would turn and shoot Betsy and think nothing of it. She would stay on to see the blood.

“I panicked,” Betsy said. “I’m still panicking.”

Polly turns then and looks at Betsy. Betsy’s cart is filled with bags of groceries. Polly can see a sack of oranges, a gallon of chocolate-chip ice cream, rolls of paper towels.

“You would have done the same thing,” Betsy says.

“I doubt it,” Polly says. “I’m not that stupid or cruel.”

“You think it doesn’t kill me to keep the boys apart?”

“You’re still breathing,” Polly says.

“How do you think I feel when Sevrin won’t talk to me? When he slams the door in my face? You think I like to hear my son crying at night?”

“Frankly, if you’re worried about contamination I’m with Amanda more than Charlie is. Aren’t you afraid I’ll infect you? What if the scientists are wrong?” Polly knows she sounds hysterical, but she can’t stop. “What if you use this shopping cart next time you’re at the market? What if you pick up my germs?”

“This breaks my heart,” Betsy whispers.

“No!” Polly tells her. “It makes you uncomfortable. It breaks my heart.”

“Sevrin is all I have,” Betsy says. “You have Charlie. Sevrin is my only child. I just couldn’t take the risk.” Betsy’s face is crumpled; her eyes look swollen.

“Betsy, please,” Polly says. She’s exhausted and she doesn’t want to think about any of this.

“I want you to understand!” Betsy says.

Polly closes her eyes and when she does she sees Charlie in bed with a fever of 102. She sees his head on the pillow and his pajama top open and damp with sweat. All this time when she thought she and Betsy were business partners she was wrong. Betsy was her friend.

“I do understand,” Polly says. “Just don’t ask me to forgive you. I don’t know if Charlie and Sevrin ever will.”

“I have a basementful of newts,” Betsy says. She tries to laugh, but it sounds as if she’s choking. “Some of the boys’ specimens must have escaped and I think they’re breeding down there.”

“Your ice cream is melting,” Polly says.

Betsy looks down at her cart and nods.

“I’ve got to pick up something for dinner,” Polly says. “I want to make lamb chops for Amanda. I want to make baked potatoes and peas and chocolate pudding. Not that instant crap. The kind you have to stir.”

“The instant can’t be good for you,” Betsy agrees. “It jells too fast.”

Polly nods and walks away; she feels completely drained, powerless to do anything but cook meals no one wants, and to wait. But what is she waiting for? Nothing changes. Here is this man whom she loves, beside her in bed and she can’t touch him; here is her family, her house, the curtains she chose so carefully, the first photographs she was ever paid for taking, at Sevrin’s birthday party. The only way Polly can fall asleep is to count backward from a thousand. She used to do this when she was a little girl; she used to twirl her hair with one finger while she counted, and in the morning she would wake up with knots on one side of her head.

Tonight she dreams that she has lost Amanda and cannot find her. She enters her dream through an alleyway made of stones. She can hear children crying, and the sound of shovels, methodically hitting against the earth. It’s raining and the ground is slippery; as she runs, mud splashes up and coats her legs, turning them the color of blood.

This is what she knows: Someone has taken her daughter. Someone has put up a fence ringed with spikes. Someone is screaming in the distance. There are other children here, with no one to care for them, but Polly has no time for them. She runs faster. Her heart is pounding. She reaches the shelter she’s looking for, and when she goes inside all she can see is one bed after another. Rows and rows of iron beds made up with white sheets. This is the children’s house. This is the place where they’re given food and water every day, but there is still no one to hold them. As she walks through the shelter, children cry out to her, babies lift their arms, begging to be picked up. They all look the same to her, that is what’s horrible. They look like Amanda, but they’re not. Polly knows she will recognize her own daughter; she must. There she is, in a small bed pushed up against a wall. Amanda can no longer speak, but Polly can tell she recognizes her. She wraps her in a sheet, and after they leave the shelter, after they step outside, the sheet trails in the mud and makes a hissing sound.

The alley she first entered by is the only way out, and, without seeing them, Polly knows there are guards. But all guards grow careless, they grow sleepy when their stomachs are full, when the screaming is in the distance and not right at their feet. So Polly crouches down low; it is dusk now, but that won’t last forever. They will wait until dark. When no one is looking, when their backs are turned, Polly will hoist Amanda over her shoulder and make her way back to the alley. The only thing they really have to fear is a full moon, because in this dream even moonlight is dangerous.


CHAPTER 14

There are some days when Amanda sleeps all day instead of going to school. There are days she’s so nauseated she can’t get off the bathroom floor. Her mother sits beside her on the tiles and runs a cool, wet washcloth along her forehead. They sit near the base of the toilet and her mother lifts her onto her lap and rocks back and forth and that makes her feel a little better. Things she used to love to eat she can’t even look at anymore because her throat is all bunched up. Her father makes her a sweet mixture of spring water and honey and liquid protein, and on her bad days she sips from a plastic cup. The drink makes her think of bees and hot weather; it makes her think of cool pond water that looks green in the shallows.

On her good days she insists on going to school. Her parents have stopped trying to persuade her to stay home. Her mother packs a healthy lunch, which she never eats. Her father makes her take a vial of vitamins, which she always empties into a trash basket. On good days she goes to practice, and she always wears her leotard. She’s so skinny she knows she looks awful, but she just couldn’t stand to be in the gym without her leotard. She’s been wearing her good-luck necklace to practice and, in spite of his strict rule about no jewelry, the coach never says a word about it to her, although last Tuesday he caught her sneaking a Life Saver and he treated her just like everyone else.

“Farrell,” he called across the gym, and Amanda still doesn’t know how he could possibly have spotted her from that distance. “Spit that out now!”

Today the coach has been really rough on the girls, and there’s a wave of discontent on the bench. The next meet is against Clarkson, a school in a rich district; most of the girls on that team go to fancy gymnastics camps in the summer. The coach always goes crazy before a meet with Clarkson, and maybe that’s why he’s so hard on Jessie when she messes up her backflips.

“If you can’t do it right, don’t do it at all,” the coach shouts. “Take it out of your routine.”

Jessie walks back to the bench scowling and drenched with sweat. It’s awful for anybody when the coach yells at her, but much worse for Jessie, since she has to go home with him. Amanda watches as Jessie sits down beside Evelyn Crowley. They’ve been spending a lot of time together, and now they put their heads close and whisper. Amanda knows what the problem is. Jessie’s not tucking her legs in enough. Amanda could do a backflip in her sleep. She dreams about gymnastics moves, and in her dreams her body is strong, her legs don’t ache.

Amanda waits until Evelyn Crowley goes to start her routine on the balance beam, then she goes over to where Jessie’s sitting. Amanda has a slight limp now, but she doesn’t think anyone can really notice. She sits down next to Jessie, but neither of them looks at the other.

“He’s down on everybody today,” Amanda says as she watches Evelyn mount the beam.

“He’s a bastard,” Jessie says. Anyone could tell how hard she’s trying not to cry.

“He just wants you to be as good as you can be,” Amanda says. The coach himself has told them this a million times.

“As good as you,” Jessie says. She glares at Amanda. “That’s what you mean.”

“You forgot the ‘was,’” Amanda says.

Jessie looks at her blankly.

“As good as I was,” Amanda says.

They look away from each other and stare at the coach. He has a clipboard and a scoring sheet and he’s rating every girl’s performance.

“Coaches have to be mean,” Amanda says. “That’s their job.”

“And obnoxious and fat and stupid,” Jessie adds.

They both crack up over that.

“Evelyn’s doing okay,” Amanda says.

“Yeah,” Jessie says grudgingly. “She’s okay. She’ll never be as good as you.”

“Yeah,” Amanda says. “Well, she might be.”

As soon as they see the coach heading toward them they shut up, fast. The coach doesn’t go for conversations on the bench.

“What the hell is this?” Jack Eagan says when he reaches them. “Get off your butt,” he tells Jessie. “You’re not leaving here until I see a perfect backflip.”

Jessie shoots him a murderous look, then gets off the bench to practice.

“She needs to tuck her legs in,” Jack Eagan says. He sits down next to Amanda, the clipboard between them. “Think we have a chance against Clarkson?”

Amanda starts to shrug, but when she looks at him she realizes he’s serious. He wants her opinion.

“Evelyn’s got a real good chance at scoring.”

The coach nods, so Amanda goes on.

“Sue Sherman could rate really high on her vaulting.”

“You could be right,” Jack Eagan says. “Do me a favor.”

Amanda nods, speechless.

“If you’re going to wear that necklace to the Clarkson meet, wear it inside your leotard. I don’t want a mutiny just because one girl is wearing jewelry. Okay?”

“Okay,” Amanda says. She had no idea she’d be allowed to go to an away meet with them; she hasn’t really been certain that she’s still on the team anymore.

“If you get a chance you might want to mention tucking her legs in to Jessie,” the coach says. “She sure doesn’t listen to me.”

“If you want me to I will,” Amanda says.

“Atta girl,” Jack Eagan says. “I knew I could depend on you.”

Polly is waiting for Amanda after practice, parked in the semicircular driveway reserved for buses right in front of the school. It kills Polly to see how slowly Amanda is walking, but she stays where she is instead of jumping out to help; she lets the motor idle. She can no longer tell the difference between her anger and her sorrow. Her house might as well say CONTAMINATED on the front door. When she walks into a shop, even when she goes to the gas station to fill up the Blazer, people ignore her, people she’s known for years, neighbors she used to have coffee with, shop owners who know her by name. If Amanda had cancer or a brain tumor, they’d be bringing her casseroles and cakes. They’d be filling up her gas tank for free.

Polly hates her neighbors, but it’s herself she blames. She’s guilty even in her dreams. Last night she dreamed there was a deserted silver trailer on the edge of town. Everyone in town knew about the trailer; they tried to stop Polly from going inside, but she opened the metal door. Inside there were piles of filth, the kitchen cupboards held no food, there was no running water, a dozen white cats darted beneath the furniture.

The woman who lived in the trailer tried to hide herself once the door had been opened. She was skin and bones, along her arms were welts the color of violets. The whole town knew about her; it was they who kept her there. Shut the door, they called to Polly. Shut it fast.

Polly stood in the doorway and cursed everyone in town; frogs came out of her mouth, and her words turned into wasps. She vowed she would find this woman a decent place to live, even if no one else cared. She would get her food and water, heat, a bed with clean sheets. The woman crawled out from her hiding place; her face was wet with tears. In gratitude she reached up for Polly and kissed the back of Polly’s hand. In her dream, Polly grew cold because she knew what no one else in town knew. She knew that the minute everyone’s back was turned, she would find some running water, the hotter the better, and wash away that kiss.

When she woke from her dream, Polly was sick to her stomach. She still despises herself for her own dream, she feels tainted by her own night fears. It’s as if the idea of a plague can unlock a terrible, deep panic that no one can stop, not with hard facts or with dreams. More than ever, Polly is convinced that she did not protect her baby, she could not stop this from happening to her little girl.

Amanda is beaming when she gets into the Blazer. Jessie actually listened when Amanda suggested she tuck her legs in tighter for her backflips. Amanda can’t stop thinking about the coach asking for her help. She feels very grown-up, like an assistant coach or something.

“You’ve got to talk to Dad,” Amanda tells Polly as soon as she gets into the car. “I have to go to the Clarkson meet. The coach is depending on me.”

“I’ll discuss it with him,” Polly says, knowing Ivan won’t like the idea.

“Don’t discuss it,” Amanda says. “Tell him he has to let me go.”

“I’ll talk to him,” Polly says.

Today at lunch Polly met Laurel Smith at the South Street Café, across the street from the gift shop. Laurel wore a plaid skirt and a bulky gray sweater and her hair was twisted into French braids. Polly was struck by how young she looked. Polly has begun to wonder if women without children don’t age as quickly; they’ve had all those extra years of sleeping through the night.

Polly ordered a spinach salad and coffee, Laurel a hamburger, fries, and a vanilla milkshake. It was less like eating lunch with a friend than taking one of her daughter’s pals out for a treat. After they’d eaten, Laurel pushed her plate away, then leaned toward Polly, her elbows on the table.

“Amanda has a wish,” Laurel said.

Polly put her coffee cup down. She didn’t want to hear about wishes; one more thing Amanda wouldn’t be able to have.

“She wants her braces off,” Laurel Smith said.

They stared at each other and then they both burst out laughing.

“Not Bruce Springsteen over for dinner?” Polly managed to say. She knew from the pitch of her laughter that she was getting hysterical. “Not a trip to Hawaii or Disney World?”

Polly gasped for breath. Laurel handed her a glass of water and she gulped some down.

“Oh, God,” Polly said. “It’s such a little wish.”

And now, driving home with Amanda, Polly tries to think what her last wish would have been when she was eleven going on twelve. She would have wanted to be taken out to a nightclub, to be allowed to stay up till midnight and drink pink champagne with cherries floating in the glass. Given the choice of anyone, she would have wanted her father to be her date for the evening. He would have worn a tuxedo, the kind with tails, she would have worn a pair of blue silk high heels.

“I just hope the meet isn’t on the same day as the orthodontist,” Polly says at a stop sign on Ash Street. She looks over at Amanda, who’s staring at her. “You didn’t think you were going to wear your braces forever, did you?”

Amanda leans over and throws her arms around Polly. “You’re the greatest mother in the world,” she crows.

Polly laughs and untangles herself from Amanda. “I’m driving!” Polly says, but she reaches for Amanda’s hand and squeezes it.

“It can’t be on the same day as the meet,” Amanda says. She thinks it over. “It has to be before.”

“Dr. Crosbie may be busy,” Polly says. “Did you ever think of that?”

“He just has to take some pliers and pull them off,” Amanda says. “Maybe he can do it today.”

Polly grins and tells Amanda she’s certain the orthodontist is booked for this afternoon, but as soon as they get home she phones Crosbie’s office. She’s shocked to discover his appointments are filled, not just for today but for the next three weeks.

“We can’t wait three weeks!” Polly tells his secretary. “My daughter is dying! She can’t wait three weeks.”

Crosbie’s secretary puts Polly on hold, and while she’s listening to the taped Muzak, which is automatically switched on, Polly opens the refrigerator so she can think about supper instead of Amanda. There’s enough lettuce and cucumbers for a salad. There’s a small steak she’d like Amanda to have, but it’s not enough for all of them and she doesn’t want Amanda to feel uncomfortable about being singled out for a special meal. Polly decides she’ll just make her quick meatloaf. She’s mixing breadcrumbs and Parmesan cheese into the chopped meat when the secretary finally takes her off hold to tell her there are no appointments. Polly rips a paper towel off the roll above the sink and wipes off her hands.

“He must have an appointment free for her,” she tells the secretary.

“I just want to make certain. This is Amanda Farrell we’re talking about, right? Dr. Crosbie can’t see her,” the secretary says firmly.

“He has to make time for her,” Polly says.

“Dr. Crosbie isn’t seeing patients with AIDS,” the secretary says.

Polly hangs up the phone and sits down. Of course, she thinks. She can even understand it. She just can’t believe it. There are still some breadcrumbs on her hands. She can hear Charlie down in the basement, and she wonders if he’s spending so much time alone not out of choice, because he’s lost Sevrin, but because the kids at school don’t want any more to do with him than Dr. Crosbie wants with Amanda. Polly goes downstairs, taking the steps two at a time. Charlie has all four hamsters in one cage while he cleans out the other two cages. His field mice are in an old bird cage and he’s already fed them and filled up their water bottle. Polly goes over to him and grabs him. Charlie faces her, frightened.

“Are the kids saying anything to you?” Polly asks.

“What kids?” Charlie says.

“The kids at school!” Polly says. “Are they not friends with you because of Amanda?”

“I’m not friends with them,” Charlie corrects her. Then he adds, “Your fingernails are hurting me.”

Polly drops his arm.

“They wouldn’t play with me before we had the assembly, but they’re okay now,” Charlie says. “Not that I care. I mean, I need them if I want to play soccer, but that’s all.”

Polly sits down on a wooden stool. Charlie watches her, sweating. Most of what he’s told her is the truth, but he’d say anything to get her out of the basement. The Minolta is on the shelf by the hamster food. Next to the camera are two rolls of undeveloped film and a light meter he stole from the darkroom, which he’s been hoping to use the next time he goes to the pond.

“People are stupid,” Polly says.

“Yeah,” Charlie quickly agrees. If she turns her back for a minute, he thinks he may be able to throw a plastic garbage bag over the camera.

“They’re frightened when they shouldn’t be and they’re not frightened when there’s really something to be scared of.”

“I know,” Charlie nods.

That’s when Polly sees the Minolta.

“People are definitely weird,” Charlie says.

If this were July or even the beginning of August, Polly would have his head for fooling around with the Minolta. She’d ask him why in hell he didn’t ask her first. Why he thought she’d ever let him use it when there’s an old Polaroid she might consider lending him. But it’s October, and it’s cold down here in the basement, and she doesn’t care about her camera. Although, clearly, somebody does. The Minolta is in its case and the rolls of film are in a neat line.

“Do you ever see Barry Wagoner? Isn’t he in your class?” Polly asks.

“Barry’s a jerk,” Charlie tells her. “I’ve got to finish these cages, Mom. I’ve got two males in together and they might beat each other up if I don’t move them soon.”

Polly nods and goes upstairs. She can hear the cassette player in Amanda’s room whirling backward, rewinding a tape. She can hear the clang of metal as Charlie empties out old cedar chips from a cage into a trash barrel. Polly gets out the Yellow Pages and riffles through until she finds DENTISTS. She calls the three orthodontists she finds listed on the North Shore, but not one will agree to see a patient who isn’t his own. Polly puts the Yellow Pages away after that.

These days it’s dark by five-thirty; Polly watches the light fade and she’s still sitting in the kitchen when Ivan gets home from the institute. As soon as she sees him, Polly begins to sob. Ivan sits down across from her at the table and watches her cry.

“Are you all right?” he says when Polly stops sobbing.

Polly nods and tells Ivan that the one wish Amanda has will never be granted; no orthodontist will touch her.

“Oh, yes they will,” Ivan says darkly.

He gets up and goes to the phone.

“Crosbie won’t do it,” Polly tells him.

“Fuck Crosbie,” Ivan says. He dials Brian’s number. He has to wait for Adelle to carry the phone into Brian’s bedroom. He tells Brian exactly what they need, an orthodontist who’s willing to work on an AIDS patient, and Brian tells him he’ll have to call around and get back to him. When he hangs up the phone, Ivan realizes that Polly’s been studying him.

“The friend you bought flowers for,” Polly says.

Ivan goes to the refrigerator and gets himself a beer “Let’s not cook tonight,” he says. He feels a sharp pain all along his spine. “Let’s get pizza.”

“He’s the one who’s dying,” Polly says.

“That’s right,” Ivan says savagely. “The one who’s twenty-eight years old.”

Polly nods to his beer. “Can I have one of those?”

Ivan brings another beer to the table.

“Is your friend a dentist or something?” Polly asks.

Ivan laughs in spite of himself. “He worked on an AIDS hotline. He has friends.”

“Oh,” Polly says. She thinks it over. “Good.”

Ivan is out picking up the pizza and Amanda is setting the table when the phone rings.

“It’s Brian,” the voice on the other end of the line says.

“Brian,” Polly says. “Oh, Brian.” She can’t believe how young he sounds, how far away. “Ivan’s out, he’s getting a pizza.”

“That’s okay,” Brian says. “You’re Amanda’s mother, I can give you the secret password. It’s Rothstein.”

“Oh, God,” Polly says. “The orthodontist.”

“Bernard Rothstein,” Brian says. “He’ll do it.”

Polly is waiting out on the porch when Ivan gets back. They stand with the pizza between them; heat rises from the cardboard box.

“He called,” Polly tells Ivan. Ivan reaches and touches her face; her cheek is cold and soft. “He found someone,” Polly says.

“That’s good,” Ivan says. “That’s real good. I was a madman. I was ready to kill some poor innocent dentist.”

Polly can’t help but laugh. “Stop it,” she says.

“I mean it. Some poor unsuspecting jerk would be filling a cavity and in I’d walk with a shotgun.”

Polly is laughing so hard he can’t understand what she’s saying.

“What?” Ivan says, mystified.

“You don’t have a gun,” Polly manages to say.

“A bow and arrow,” Ivan says. “A fly rod.”

The back door opens and Charlie leans his head out. “Mom?” he says, puzzled when he hears Polly laughing.

“Who were you expecting?” Polly says. “Count Dracula?”

“Is that Mom?” Amanda says.

Amanda has come up behind Charlie and she peers past him, out to the porch. Polly spins around in a silly dance; the children can just about make her out in the dark. Ivan laughs low down in his throat; he sounds the way he used to.

“They’re crazy,” Amanda whispers to her brother.

“Yep,” Charlie says. “They sure are.”

The day before Amanda’s appointment with Dr. Rothstein, Polly phones Ed Reardon to let him know that they won’t be home at the time he usually comes over. Ed has gotten into the habit of stopping by the house on his way home for dinner. Sometimes he and Polly have a beer together; they sit at the kitchen table and talk about perfect vacations. Polly’s first choice is France; Ed always argues the merits of a month in Edgartown. Neither of them will get to half the places they’ve talked about, not alone, not together. Ed isn’t fooling himself; he knows theirs are less the conversations of lovers than of two people at a wake. And besides, he’s a man who fulfills his obligations, even though lately he feels like a charlatan. He’s supposed to be able to cure his patients and he can’t, and yet for no reason at all people continue to believe in him. Tonight he is a special guest, a witness really, at a school board hearing. It’s the school district’s policy to hold such a hearing should a petition surface like the one asking for Linda Gleason’s resignation. Two more children have been pulled out of Cheshire, but other than that the furor is dying down a bit, or maybe it’s simply gone underground. Some of the teachers who signed the petition against Linda Gleason have gone out of their way to be friendly to her; maybe they’re embarrassed, or maybe they’re just afraid for their jobs. After the hearing, Ed and Linda Gleason walk out to their cars together. It’s a damp night, and the air smells like woodsmoke.

“Thanks for supporting me,” Linda says. “Little do they know I’m thinking of quitting.”

“Me too,” Ed says.

They both take out their car keys.

“Not that we will,” Linda Gleason adds.

At home they both have children waiting, suppers in the oven, still warm.

“We could get in our cars and drive to New Mexico,” Ed says. “It would take them years to find us.”

Linda looks at him carefully. It’s hard to tell whether or not he’s kidding.

“Forget about all this for a night,” Linda advises him. “Take two aspirins and call me in the morning.”

“I’d still feel the same way,” Ed says.

Of course, he doesn’t mention wanting Polly beside him in that car headed to New Mexico. Ed knows that to say it out loud would make him seem like a desperate man. He goes on with his life, with his responsibilities, as best he can. He goes home, he gets into bed beside his wife, but he doesn’t feel that he’s where he’s supposed to be until the morning, when he drives to the Farrells’. Ivan has been making pancakes; he’s still wearing an apron.

“A day off,” Ivan says as he lets Ed inside.

“For some of us,” Ed jokes, but he’s shocked seeing them all together for breakfast. He has been thinking of them in pieces instead of as a family. Polly waves from the counter. She’s pouring boiling water through the coffee filter; she’s wearing a linen suit and high heels. Ed can’t remember ever having seen her so dressed up before. He feels dazed. Something inside him rattles as Charlie and Amanda argue over who gets the syrup first.

“Just in time for breakfast,” Polly tells Ed.

Ed stands behind Amanda and gently puts his hand on the base of her neck. He squeezes slightly, as a greeting, but also to feel her swollen glands. Amanda has taken two bites of her pancake, that’s all.

“No time for me,” Ed says. “I have approximately three hundred office visits today.”

He’s going to get into his car and drive to his office. He’s going to see patients all morning, then order a sandwich from the South Street Café and have it at his desk. At a little after six, he’ll drive home. He knows what he’s going to do and when he has to do it, and none of it includes running off. Not to New Mexico, or Martha’s Vineyard, or France.

“Save your first smile without braces for me,” Ed tells Amanda.

“Not a chance,” Ivan says. “I’ve already got dibs on that.”

“Good luck,” Ed says to Amanda, but he’s looking at Polly.

“Thanks for stopping by,” Polly calls, as if it had been a social visit; she makes certain not to turn around until he’s gone.

They drop Charlie off at school, then drive south on 1-93, toward Boston. At the office in Brookline, Dr. Rothstein takes longer removing the braces than they’d expected. Polly and Ivan hold hands in the waiting room. They’re trying not to think about the bill he’ll send them or what their insurance will and will not cover for the rest of Amanda’s medical treatments. They’ll sell the Blazer if they have to. Polly can always go back to photographing weddings and birthday parties. She’d be better at that now, she wouldn’t feel so compromised.

Up until the very last minute, when Dr. Rothstein actually came into the waiting room to welcome them, Polly and Ivan weren’t certain he wouldn’t change his mind. When he came out of his office he shook Amanda’s hand, then led her along the hallway. Once she was in the chair, he put on two pairs of rubber gloves and a surgical mask and he got to work. He talks to Amanda mostly about his dogs; he’s a fanatic about West Highland terriers. He shows them all over New England, and he’s about to breed them, in case Amanda knows anyone who’s looking for a puppy with great bloodlines. Amanda’s mouth hurts from keeping it open for so long, but she’s used to that from visits to Dr. Crosbie. She grunts sometimes when Dr. Rothstein leaves places in his conversation for a comment. He used to have collies, but he couldn’t take all their shedding. He can fit both his Westies into a shopping bag and sneak them onto airplanes and trains. They’re so well behaved they never make a sound.

When he uses the drill to cut through the metal wires, Amanda closes her eyes. The noise goes right through her and she holds onto the arms of her chair because the braces hurt just as much coming off as they did going on. Dr. Rothstein is wearing protective goggles over his eyes; he doesn’t mention the fact that she’s sick, but he’s very nice to her. Never paper-train a dog, he tells her, if you do you’ll just have one more habit to break him of. Amanda nods, agreeing with him. He puts something metal into a metal bowl and the sound sends shivers down Amanda’s spine.

“Think about a Westie puppy,” Dr. Rothstein says. “I’d give you pick of the litter.”

When he’s done, Amanda rinses out her mouth and spits into the little sink. She runs her tongue over her teeth. The naked enamel feels cold. Dr. Rothstein takes off his goggles, his mask, and his gloves. After he scrubs up he takes a mirror and faces Amanda.

“Ready?” he asks her.

Amanda nods, although she’s not sure she is. What if she’s uglier than she was before? What if her teeth are just as crooked?

“You’re sure?” the orthodontist asks.

“I’m sure,” Amanda says.

He holds up the mirror and Amanda takes a deep breath, which she doesn’t let out till she sees her face looming in front of her. She leans forward and tentatively opens her mouth. Then she smiles. And even though she tries to keep her mouth closed, she’s still smiling when she walks out into the waiting room because now she knows. She would have been beautiful.


CHAPTER 15

No one comes to their door on Halloween night. They can hear whoops of laughter as children outside go careening down the sidewalks, ringing doorbells and rattling their bags of candy. In the front hallway there’s a bowl of Milky Ways and Almond Joys and a glass jar of pennies for UNICEF. Charlie, who advised everyone he was too old for trick-or-treating, has the TV turned on. At a little after eight, Ivan sits down beside him on the couch and tosses him a Milky Way. They might as well eat them, no one else will.

“What are we watching?” Ivan says as he unwraps a candy bar for himself. Amanda and Polly are upstairs in Amanda’s room playing Scrabble in bed; Amanda has a sore throat, and every so often Polly comes downstairs for cough drops or tea.

“Halloween III,” Charlie says flatly.

There’s someone with a big knife and a lot of terrified teenage girls.

“I don’t think you’re old enough for this,” Ivan says.

“I’ve already seen it,” Charlie tells him. “It gets really gross.”

“What do you say we go trick-or-treating together?” Ivan suggests.

“Dad,” Charlie says tiredly. “I really don’t want to. Really.”

When the doorbell rings, Charlie and Ivan look at each other.

“Trick-or-treaters,” Ivan says triumphantly.

He grabs a couple of candy bars and goes to the door. There’s a grown-up witch out there, in a black cape and tall black hat. Ivan stares at her and holds fast to the Milky Ways.

“It’s all right,” Laurel Smith tells him. “I’m a good witch.”

Ivan laughs and opens the door. When Laurel comes inside there’s a rush of cold, sweet air. There are some yellow leaves stuck to the bottom of her black boots. Over each eyelid Laurel wears a streak of silver shadow.

“It’s a witch,” Ivan calls to Charlie. “What’s this?” he says to Laurel when he notices the wicker basket on her arm.

“Treats,” Laurel says.

“You’re a little confused,” Ivan says. “We’re supposed to give you something.”

Charlie stands in the living room doorway, his mouth open. His feet are bare and his shirt is small for him; a line of skin shows along his stomach and his wrists look too narrow. Laurel Smith reaches into her wicker basket and pulls out a paper bag marked with his name; inside there are chocolates and a yo-yo that glows in the dark.

“This is for you,” Laurel Smith says.

“That’s okay,” Charlie says. He hasn’t moved from the doorway. “I don’t need anything.”

Ivan takes the paper bag. “I’ll save it for him,” he tells Laurel. “In case he changes his mind.”

Charlie backs up, so that Laurel Smith can get past him and go up the stairs. Even dressed all in black, she’s really pretty. Charlie wants whatever she’s brought him, but he wanted to go trick-or-treating, too. He and Sevrin had both planned to steal shaving cream from their fathers and attack every parked car on the street. Charlie goes back into the living room and throws himself on the couch; he turns up the volume on the TV until he can no longer hear Laurel’s footsteps upstairs in the hallway.

Laurel knocks, twice, then opens the bedroom door. She’s already talked this surprise visit over with Polly, but Polly acts just as surprised as Amanda when Laurel swirls into the room.

“Trick or treat!” Laurel grins.

“Oh, my goodness, a witch!” Polly shouts.

Amanda gets out from under the covers and jumps up so quickly that the Scrabble board tilts and letters fall all over the floor.

“You’re so beautiful!” Amanda says in a hoarse, whispery voice.

“Well, thank you!” Laurel says. “And just for that, I’ve got a basketful of treats for you.”

Polly gets up. “I’ll make some tea,” she tells them. “Don’t eat everything before I get back.”

Laurel sits down next to Amanda on the bed, the wicker basket on her lap. Amanda’s nightgown is too big for her and her hair is knotted. She moves closer to Laurel.

“Are there a lot of kids out trick-or-treating?” Amanda asks.

Laurel Smith nods.

“I’m afraid,” Amanda says.

“I know,” Laurel says.

Laurel leans down and puts her wicker basket on the floor. Inside there are chocolate tarts, and strands of plastic beads that look like rubies and pearls. There are chocolates made in Holland in the shape of apples and oranges and a gold headband with rhinestone chips. Tonight, as Laurel drove along the marsh road, there was a big full moon, so perfect and white it was like a child’s drawing of a moon.

“I’m really afraid,” Amanda whispers in a small, raw voice.

As Laurel Smith puts her arms around the girl, her black cape makes a rustling sound. They hold fast to each other, rocking, and they stay that way for a long time, not because they think it will change anything, but because they don’t want to let go of each other just yet.

Amanda’s temperature doesn’t begin to rise until midnight. Once it begins, her fever keeps on climbing until the following afternoon, the day of the Clarkson meet, when it reaches 103. Amanda has awful pains in her joints, especially in her wrists and her knees. When she breathes it hurts, when she tries to turn over she cries. She’s miserable and upset about missing the meet, and she refuses to eat or drink. Polly, who’s afraid of dehydration, brings up glasses of water and lemonade.

“You have to drink,” Polly tells Amanda, but Amanda insists she can’t swallow.

All that night Ivan and Polly take turns sitting up with Amanda, forcing her to take small sips of water, carrying her to the bathroom whenever she has to go because her legs hurt too much to walk. Outside, it begins to rain, a cold rain that rattles the windows and shakes the last few leaves from the trees. At five-thirty in the morning Polly phones Ed Reardon and tells his wife that she needs Ed immediately. He’s at their house before six. He manages to talk Amanda into swallowing some water, and, as soon as he listens to her lungs, he knows it won’t be long until he has to check her back into Children’s. Polly has not mentioned anything to him about difficulty in breathing, but Amanda’s lungs are filled with fluid.

“You’re having trouble breathing,” Ed says.

“No, I’m not,” Amanda says stubbornly.

“Okay,” Ed says to her. He knows she is inches from another case of pneumocystis. It’s this kind of recurrence he’s been afraid of all along.

“Try to sleep,” he tells Amanda.

“Can you send Charlie up?” Amanda asks. “Just for a minute.”

“Sure thing,” Ed Reardon says.

He goes downstairs to the kitchen, where Polly and Ivan are waiting. Charlie is at the table eating an English muffin with peanut butter. He’s still in his pajamas and he looks sleepy.

“She wants to see you for a minute, Charlie old man,” Ed tells him.

“Me?” Charlie says, surprised and a little frightened.

“Go on,” Ed Reardon tells him.

Charlie looks at his father, who nods at him. As soon as Charlie’s out of the room Ed says, “Get someone to stay with Charlie. She may have to go back into the hospital tomorrow. Maybe even tonight.”

“No,” Polly says. “Not this time.”

As long as Amanda is home she’s just a sick girl, down with the flu, like hundreds, thousands of other sick girls.

“We all knew this might happen,” Ed Reardon says.

Ivan turns to the wall and punches it. Bits of plaster fall onto the floor like white dust. Ivan is crying; he’s not making a sound, but he’s shaking all over. It’s a terrible thing to see; his fury paralyzes Polly. Ed goes over to Ivan and puts a hand on his shoulder, but Ivan jerks away. When Ivan finally does turn toward Ed his face is wet.

“This is my daughter!” Ivan says. “She’s eleven years old.”

Upstairs, Charlie stands at the threshold of Amanda’s room. He knocks once on the open door.

“Come here,” Amanda says when she sees him. “Hurry.”

Charlie swallows and walks inside.

“I want you to see the coach. You have to tell him why I wasn’t at the meet yesterday.”

Amanda’s voice is hot and hoarse. She sounds upset, crazy even.

“Okay,” Charlie says.

“You have to explain,” Amanda says.

“All right. I will.”

“You won’t forget?” Amanda says.

Charlie shakes his head. She looks old lying there in bed. She looks too white.

“Will you find out what the score was for me?” Amanda asks.

“I’ll come home right after school,” Charlie tells her.

Charlie feels scared all the way to school. He bikes hard and he’s sweating when he gets to his classroom. He watches the clock all morning. They’re still on the Civil War, but Charlie couldn’t listen even if he wanted to. At eleven they all get lined up to go to the art room. They have art every Friday, and Charlie has been working on a papier-mâché brontosaurus whose head keeps falling off. Charlie waits to make certain he’ll be at the end of the line. In the hallway, he lags behind the other kids, and when they start to file into the art room, he ducks into the boys’ room. He stays in a closed stall, his heart pounding, until he hears it grow quiet in the hall. Then he goes back out and heads for the gym. He passes a fifth-grade teacher, but Charlie just acts as if he has a right to be in the hall, and the teacher doesn’t bother to ask where he’s going.

When he gets to the gym, Charlie feels even more scared. He’s been feeling like this all day, and he can’t shake it. There’s a class in the gym, but Charlie opens the door anyway and slips inside. The fifth-graders are here for their gym period, and Charlie recognizes some of the boys who are always giving the third- and fourth-graders a hard time. Some boys are practicing on the rings, and lines of girls and boys are taking turns tumbling. Charlie doesn’t see Coach Eagan because he’s way in the back, holding the tail end of the rope as a boy shimmies up toward the ceiling.

“Hey, you!” the coach yells from across the gym.

Charlie turns to him, rigid.

“That’s right, you! Are you supposed to be here?”

Some of the fifth-graders snicker.

“Well, go on,” the coach says to Charlie. “Out.”

Charlie stands where he is.

The coach hands the rope over to a tall boy, then walks toward Charlie.

“Listen, son,” the coach says. “This is no joke. Get to where you’re supposed to be now.”

“Amanda sent me to talk to you,” Charlie says. He wishes now he had peed when he was in the boys’ room.

The coach looks at Charlie carefully. He doesn’t know many of the kids from the lower grades; Rose usually teaches their gym periods.

“I’m her brother, Charlie.” Charlie’s voice breaks. “She couldn’t come to the meet because she was sick. She just wanted you to know that.”

The coach nods and stands next to Charlie. He puts one hand on Charlie’s head. His hand is heavy. Charlie could swear it weighs ten pounds.

“She’s a great kid,” Jack Eagan says.

“Yes, sir,” Charlie quickly agrees. He doesn’t know if he’s ever actually called anyone sir before. He looks straight ahead, afraid to move. Directly across from him, a boy fumbles on the rings.

“That was my best event,” Jack Eagan says when he notices Charlie staring at the rings. He takes his hand off Charlie’s head. “Ever try it?”

“No, sir,” Charlie says.

“Come on,” the coach says. When Charlie doesn’t follow him, he turns back and says, “Come on,” again, as if Charlie were deaf. When they get to the rings the coach says, “Get off, Simpson.”

The boy having trouble drops to his feet.

“Let’s see you get up,” the coach says to Charlie.

Charlie looks at the coach. Then, terrified, he leaps as high as he can and grabs onto the rings.

“Good,” the coach says. “Now pull yourself up.”

Charlie can feel every muscle in his body as he pulls himself up.

“Stick your legs straight out,” the coach says.

Charlie does it, even though his legs are shaking. It’s crazy, but he could swear he feels himself growing stronger. His legs stop shaking and then he lets go and falls to his feet.

“Not bad,” the coach says. “Ever think about gymnastics?”

“No, sir. I hate sports. Except for soccer.”

Jack Eagan nods, displeased. As far as he’s concerned, soccer isn’t even an American sport.

“What grade are you in?”

“Third,” Charlie says.

“Well, let me know if you change your mind by fifth,” the coach says.

“All right,” Charlie says.

The coach gets his clipboard and writes Charlie a note.

“Just give this to your teacher if she asks where you’ve been.”

“Amanda wanted to know what the score was last night,” Charlie says.

“Tell her we won,” Jack Eagan says.

Charlie gets home at a little after two. His father is home and his grandparents are already there, even though it’s only Friday. Charlie knows things are bad because it’s so quiet in the house, and when he tries to go upstairs, his father stops him.

“We don’t want any noise up there,” Ivan tells him.

“I have to tell her something,” Charlie says.

“It can wait,” Ivan says.

“No, it can’t!” Charlie insists.

Charlie starts to run up the stairs, and when his father follows him and yanks him by his arm, Charlie pulls free and hits Ivan. He hits him hard, and then, terrified by what he’s done, Charlie backs away. His breathing is raspy and his chest hurts. “Sorry,” he says. Charlie can’t look at his father, but he can hear Ivan breathing hard, too.

Ivan sits down on the stairs. He looks tired and he looks old and that just makes Charlie feel worse.

“What do you have to tell her that’s so important?” Ivan says.

“She asked me to find out if her team won,” Charlie says. “Last night.”

“Well?” Ivan says.

“Well, they did,” Charlie says. His face is hot and he feels as if he’s going to cry. “That’s all.”

“I’ll tell her,” Ivan says. “Do your homework downstairs today.”

“Why?” Charlie says, nervous.

“Because I said to,” Ivan tells him. He gets up and starts to go upstairs, then he thinks better of it. He goes back down to the bottom of the stairs. “Because Amanda is very sick,” he says.

“Sick enough to die?” Charlie says.

“Yes,” Ivan says. “Sick enough to die.”

Ivan stands there on the stairs, crying.

“Okay,” Charlie says, after a while. “I’ll do my homework downstairs.”

Ivan wipes his eyes and nods. “Good boy,” he says.

Upstairs, Polly and Claire are trying to keep Amanda’s fever down. Amanda has strictly forbidden her father’s and grandfather’s presence in the room when she’s undressed, and as soon as she sees Ivan she tries to grab the sheet to hide herself.

“Charlie has a message for you,” Ivan tells Amanda. “You won last night.”

Amanda smiles and holds the sheet tighter.

“Out of here,” Claire tells Ivan. “No men allowed. Isn’t that right?” she says to Amanda.

Amanda nods and Ivan backs out of the room.

“This always helps,” Claire says. She soaks a washcloth in a basin of water, then runs the cloth along Amanda’s bare arms.

“Ooh,” Amanda says, and she shivers.

Claire and Polly look at each other across the bed. Claire didn’t have time to pack the way she usually does, and she’s borrowed a dress from Polly that pulls across the front where it buttons. As soon as they’re done sponging her down, Polly and Claire quickly pull the covers up over Amanda. Polly is fine until she thinks of a time, long ago, when she had a fever and her mother sponged her down all afternoon; she never once left the room, except to get more cool water.

“Go lie down for a few minutes,” Claire tells Polly. Polly nods and goes to her room, but she doesn’t lie down. When Ivan comes looking, she’s still sitting on the edge of the bed. Ivan sits down next to her and runs his hand down her back. Polly looks at him as if she didn’t know him.

“Come downstairs,” Ivan says. “Your mother’s made coffee. You know your father always says she makes the best coffee in the world.”

Polly shakes her head; then she gets up and goes to the closet. She rummages on the shelves, behind the shoes, until she finds what she’s looking for. Her old Polaroid. There are two boxes of film cartridges beside it.

“Polly,” Ivan says.

She ignores him. She flips open the flash.

“The last good picture I took of her was before the summer. I don’t have time to develop film, so this way I’ll have the photograph right now. What if it was happening and I didn’t have a picture of her?”

“It is happening,” Ivan says.

“I haven’t taken one picture of her with her braces off, but you don’t give a damn,” Polly says. “Nobody gives a damn.” She rips open the box of film and slides it into the Polaroid. “Stop looking at me,” Polly says to Ivan when she’s loaded the camera. “I’m not insane.”

Ivan tries to laugh, but his voice cracks. He gets up and starts to walk to Polly.

“Stop where you are!” Polly says.

Ivan stands in the center of their room. His hands reach down as though gravity were claiming him. He’s wearing a blue shirt, a pair of brown corduroy pants, an old sweater that has leather patches on the elbows. Polly lifts the camera and takes his photograph. There is a flash of light, then a wrenching sound as the Polaroid spits out the photograph.

“There you are,” Polly says.

She walks to Ivan and hands him the photograph. As his photograph develops, from a blank white space to his image, Polly holds Ivan tightly. He smells good, and he feels good, too, the way he always has; this could be years ago, this could be the first day they met. She has never told anyone, but she knew as soon as she saw him that she’d marry Ivan. It was less love at first sight than some deep knowledge that he was the man she would someday fall in love with.

Polly goes out into the hall with her camera. She stops outside Amanda’s room and looks in. Al is sitting on a chair by the bed. He’d been reading the comics to Amanda, but she’s fallen asleep and the Globe is open on his lap.

“Hi, kid,” he says softly to Polly when he sees her.

Amanda’s hair is fanned out on the pillow. She’s curled up, knees to chest, and her breathing is thick and loud. When Polly leaves this room she will phone Ed Reardon and ask him to meet them at the hospital. But right now she lifts the Polaroid and takes her daughter’s photograph. The night Amanda was born there was lightning. Polly could feel the air pressure pushing down inside her body, and the first thing she thought when her water broke was, “Oh, no. I don’t want to lose this baby,” because that’s what it felt like. Giving birth, no longer having her child within her seemed like a terrible loss. And when they held Amanda up and Polly saw her for the first time, she burst into tears. All these years later she can still remember what that moment felt like, she can still remember the lightning in the sky.

Polly stands beside her father, her hand on his shoulder, until Amanda opens her eyes.

“Hi,” Amanda says when she sees them watching her.

“We’re going to the hospital,” Polly says.

Amanda nods and sits up a bit. “I just want to do one thing,” she says. “I want to make out a will.”

“Absolutely not,” Polly says quickly. “That’s ridiculous.”

Amanda looks at her grandfather, and she’s relieved when he nods.

“Dad!” Polly says when he gets up and goes to Amanda’s desk.

Al gets a notebook and a Bic pen. He comes back to Polly and puts his arm around her.

“Let her do this,” Al says, softly, so Amanda will not hear.

Polly bites her lip and nods. She has to turn away when Al sits down and opens the notebook, but she doesn’t leave the room.

“I want Jessie to have all my jewelry,” Amanda says. “Most of it’s in my jewelry box, but I have some hidden in my top drawer. I want you and Grandma to have my art folder.”

“Ah,” Al says. “An art folder.” All he has to do is write down the words and not think about them.

“I want Laurel to have all my cassettes and my cassette player.”

“Laurie?” Al asks. He knows how important it is for him to get this right.

“Laurel,” Amanda corrects him. “I don’t have too much that Charlie would want, but he can have my gym bag, for collecting specimens. I want my mom and dad to have everything else.”

“I’ve got that all down,” Al says. He finishes writing and puts down the pen.

“I think I have to sign my name to it,” Amanda says.

“You’re right,” Al says. He brings the notebook over to the bed and puts the pen in Amanda’s hand so that she can sign her name. That’s when Polly turns to look, so she can always remember Amanda as she is right now, straining to sign over everything she owns, still finding something worth giving.

Charlie and Al and Claire stand in the front yard for a long time. Across the street there are still pumpkins on the porches and black cats taped to the windows. After she’d been carried into the Blazer, Amanda looked out her window and waved to them. Charlie can’t stop remembering that, the way her hand moved like a piece of white paper.

“It’s cold out here,” Claire says.

“You’re right,” Al agrees.

They start for the house, then stop.

“Charlie?” Al says.

“I’m not going in there,” Charlie says. He’s still looking at the place in the driveway where the Blazer was parked.

“Charlie,” Claire says.

“Let him be,” Al tells her.

Charlie stands on the lawn while his grandparents go inside. In a little while the door opens again and Charlie winces. He doesn’t want to talk to anyone, but it’s not his grandmother, it’s just Al. Al comes up behind him and stands out there with him.

“Amanda left something for you,” Al says. When Charlie doesn’t answer Al asks, “Did you hear me?”

“I heard you,” Charlie says.

“I think she’d want you to have it now.”

Charlie faces Al, and when he sees his sister’s gym bag he takes it and walks into the house. He goes down to the basement and gets the Minolta, the light meter, the flash, and a new box of film, puts them all into the gym bag, then goes back upstairs.

“I know what we’ll do,” his grandmother says when she sees him. “We’ll play canasta.”

“I’m going to go for a ride,” Charlie says.

“Does your mother allow you to do that?” Claire asks, worried.

“Of course she does,” Al says. “Give the boy a break.”

“I want you back here in one hour,” Claire tells Charlie. “Don’t stay out any later than that.”

Al squeezes Charlie’s shoulder, then lets him go. Charlie runs out to his bike, gets on, and pedals as hard as he can. He rides for a long time. He goes past the marsh, and out on the road to the beach where he’s not allowed to go. The salt air here makes his eyes sting; it hurts his lungs when he breathes too deeply. He goes farther than he’s ever gone alone. By the time he circles around to the pond, more than an hour has passed. His grandmother is probably going crazy, but he doesn’t care. The path he follows is covered with wet leaves; last night’s rain has made the path slick, it’s dangerous for bike riding, but Charlie just goes faster. This is the time of year when it’s easy to see deer. The time, too, when there are likely to be fresh bullet holes in the DEER CROSSING signs.

Charlie gets off his bike and crouches down next to it. No matter what, there will always be two kids in their family. Even if everything she owned is thrown away, even if her closets are empty, her room will always belong to her, and whenever he’s asked, at school or by a stranger he meets, he’ll always say, “I have one sister, Amanda,” because he always will. He’ll have her long after his parents have grown old and died, and if he ever has children of his own he’ll tell them everything about her, what her favorite music was, the names she used to call him, everything, so they’ll remember her, too.

He sits there by his bike for more than an hour. He doesn’t care what his grandparents think, he’s not going home. When he finally gets up to walk closer to the pond, his sneakers sink into the mud. He carries his camera equipment in the gym bag and he sits down. He doesn’t care if his jeans get all muddy, but he’s careful with the gym bag and puts it down on some pine needles. There is a lone dragonfly with blue wings skittering over the water. A fat green frog, who will soon disappear for the winter when the pond begins to freeze over, sits in the last of the sunlight. Something larger than a frog is moving in the center of the pond, and Charlie quietly edges closer. He opens the gym bag with one hand, lifts out the Minolta, and holds it to his eye. He hears a swishing noise and a moment passes before what it is registers: it’s the sound of a bike riding on damp leaves. Charlie lets the camera down and turns to see Sevrin dropping his bike down. Charlie quickly turns back to the pond and raises his camera again. Whatever had been moving is motionless now.

“Your grandmother’s calling your friends to find you,” Sevrin says. “I figured you’d be here.”

“Brilliant deduction,” Charlie says.

“Yeah,” Sevrin says with a laugh. “What are you photographing?”

Sevrin walks a little closer to the pond and almost loses his balance on the slick leaves.

“Does your mother know you’re here?” Charlie says.

“No,” Sevrin says defensively. “And neither does yours. Or your grandmother, either.”

“That’s different,” Charlie says.

Sevrin sits down a few feet away.

“The kids in my new school are assholes,” Sevrin says. “One kid brings his homework to school in an attaché case. I swear to God.”

“Oh, yeah?” Charlie says.

He focuses on the center of the pond. If Amanda were here she’d probably want to go swimming. Cold water never bothered her. It’s getting dark fast and Charlie reaches into the gym bag for the light meter.

“That’s Amanda’s,” Sevrin says.

Charlie turns to Sevrin and glares at him. “What if it is?” he says, daring Sevrin to say something nasty about the gym bag because it’s pink.

“Neat dinosaur patch,” Sevrin says.

Charlie turns back and refocuses. He recognizes the sound of Sevrin tapping his foot. Sevrin always does that when he’s nervous.

“Look, I don’t care if you hate me,” Sevrin says. “You’re still my best friend.”

Through the camera, things look more yellow than they are. Shadows seem darker, more permanent. Charlie will never let himself forget her. Not in a million years.

“Hand me the flash,” Charlie says.

Sevrin scurries over to the gym bag and gets the flash attachment for him.

“Maybe you’d better go home,” Charlie says. “Your mother’s going to be worried about you. You’ll just be wasting your time. I haven’t even seen that turtle since the last time we were here.”

Sevrin thinks this over carefully. “That’s okay,” he says. “If anyone sees him, it’ll be us.”
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