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CHAPTER |

GRAVES LIKE HOUSES

The morgue lady was coming at three o’clock to &ddkut Walter, and while
Leola knew what to say—some variant of “damnedlibury the son of a bitch’—she
still wasn’t sure what to serve. She thumbed thindlugy recipe binder, past the entries for
ginger snaps and apricot tartlets, lingering far@ment over the raspberry scones before
flipping the page to peach cobbler. Here and thdrditale grease spot loitered in the
margin next to the ingredient list, the imprintsaime buttered finger, if not Leola’s
finger then her aunt’s. Leola’s aunt was the one Wwéd finally typed up the recipes after
umpteen years of word-of-mouth, mother-to-daughégueathal, and if Leola didn’t take
flowers to the aunt’s grave every Sunday, may #ieng gods strike her ungrateful ass
dead.

“Why bake anything at all?” her grown-up son Dasigid. He leaned against the
kitchen’s doorframe and watched her turn from peadibler to apple crisp, his left
thumb hooked into one of the belt loops on hisgeaviou don’'t owe this woman a
thing.”

“Somebody comes to your house, you feed them,”d.eald. “Besides that, it's

good forbusiness.” And besides that, Leola hoped food weatdhe tone for what was



bound to be at the very least an awkward conversafihe didn’'t want to say anything
she’d regret, and she was less likely to do shefwas alternating her statements with
bites of cake. She had to remind herself that meofgdy was not the enemy. Yet.

Nothing with chocolate, Leola decided. Chocolateldsay a lot of things+
love you, I’'m sorryandLet’s go at it like bunnieamong them—but never did chocolate
sayYou can’t persuade me to anything, but we're adutis required to hear each other
out politely so let's go through the motioheola and Morgue Lady had never met in
person, though Leola had talked to her briefly dnerphone, long enough to decide that
the nasal soprano voice issuing from the receie®nged to a white person. Probably a
skinny blond with manufactured curls. On behalftef city of Nakishwana and the civil
parish of St. Adelina, Louisiana, Morgue Lady wagg to try to convince her to lay
down some cash for the purpose of nailing the Wagged body of Leola’s long-lost
husband into a box. Leola was going to say no tlyank | had more than enough of
Walter Brown while he was alive, and now that hagad | say let him be somebody
else’s problem for a change. Meantime Morgue Laduld steal secret glances at the
large house and deduce that Leola could affordbtiial expense, take private note of
Leola’s ambiguously brown skin and wonder whatabgotluck produced this tall, big-
hipped woman. And Leola would look at Morgue Lady awallow down the bile that
filled her mouth at the sight of this suited strarig irksome presence on her sofa. So no,
nothing with chocolate.

At last Leola settled on banana bread with cramgerBanana bread was tasty but
unfancy and easy to make. Banana bread would sagpéct you enough not to give you

some crap-ass store-bought crumb cake, but dosh pumy friend.



She hadn’t known what to feel when the sheriff todd that Walter was drowned.
She couldn’t say she felt nothing, but “nothing”sithe closest approximation of what
she did feel—a brief and infinitesimal tilting dfe world, like a light blinking on and off
again so fast you weren’t sure if the light hadeyont at all. For a moment a picture of
the young Walter flashed into her mind, Walter fratmen he was eighteen and she one
year older and they had just started going outéddcal hamburger joint together. Blue-
eyed Walter Brown; Leola didn’t know eyes came ke lbefore. Brown hair that turned
auburn in summer sunlight. High cheekbones, testainea Choctaw great-grandmother,
just like hers. In those days looking at Walter madola’s insides melt and simmer like
butter dropped into a hot skillet.

But the vision of young Walter disappeared as duiak it came, not like the real
Walter whose evaporation into someone she didrdtkand couldn’t love was as
gradual as a geological shift and twice as disastrbhe moment she looked at Walter’s
paste-pale corpse in the morgue, all the other mesioame surging to the forefront: the
small, mean things he started doing about a y¢atheir marriage, followed by the
drinking binges and violent outbursts that accééetahroughout Daniel’s toddlerhood,
then the vase-shattering, door-demolishing fight thade her evict Walter once and for
all, culminating in the Christmas Eve he broke itite house and started smashing
Daniel's presents with a baseball bat.

Once these memories reasserted themselves, Leodtto the morgue man and

said, “Does the law say | have to claim this babsapody?”



“Well, you could apply for parish assistance if yame unable or unwilling to pay
the mortuary expenses,” the morgue man said withmsging a beat.

“That’s fine,” said Leola. “I'll do that.”

“Why didn’t you ever divorce him?” Daniel asked.

Leola set her mixing bowl and rubber spatula inrtresspective cabinets. “The
only divorce lawyer in Nakishwana is Byron Roussell he’s a jackass,” she said. She
gestured to Daniel to move out of the way and égtdet to the bread, cooling on a wire
rack in front of the toaster.

“You could have gone to town if you wanted a diéierr lawyer,” Daniel said,
sliding off to the side. “Town” was what the resitie of Nakishwana called New Orleans
and its immediate suburbs, an hour and a halfieedtue south. “Or even just down the
road to LeJardin,” Daniel continued.

Leola pressed the bread lightly with her forefirgéxarely warm—maybe
another ten minutes. She twisted the egg timezridefore turning to face her son.
“Didn’t seem like there was much point going thrbwadl the legal mess,” she said. “The
SOB was gone. What difference would setting it d@mrpaper make?”

Daniel opened his hands. “Alimony?”

“I wouldn’t take Walter's money if he had any,” sk&id, and even she was
surprised at the sharpness in her tone. But shéohgdeen decided on this point. The
last thing she wanted was to give Walter an extuseel that she owed him something.

She wanted to make perfectly plain to Walter tihat could build her and Daniel’s lives



without his participation and without his help. Stumtinued, “And | knew | was never
getting married again. | think I've learned I'm rtbe marrying type.”

But these all sounded more like excuses than eaptars. Maybe she had just
been lazy. Nine plus years of marital mayhem hticher exhausted in every possible
way. Letting Walter disappear into the sunset leshged easier than dealing with him in
court. In retrospect, she should have realized heile her life more difficult later if not
sooner. All she’d done was postpone the inevitable.

Daniel said what she was thinking. “You should hdw@rced him when you had
the chance.”

Leola was surprised. Daniel didn’t typically ofieseless counsel. “Cupcake,
you’re giving me advice fifteen years after thetfashe said. Even though the egg timer
hadn’t gone off yet, Leola checked the bread agdie.loaf was still just the slightest bit
warm, but she felt impatient and needed somethirtptwith her hands. She pulled a
serrated knife from its slot in the holder andtst@cutting wedges of bread about two
fingers thick, jerking the knife back and forth.

Daniel must have realized he’'d touched a nervecadtee up close behind her and
squeezed her shoulder. Leola felt whatever defensss had risen up in her just a
moment ago liquidate. Then Daniel stepped backpaistied the sleeves of his shirt up
past his elbows. “You think he did it on purposb@’asked.

Leola arranged the slices on a plate. “The shsaiifl without a note there’s no
way to know for certain. You heard that.”

“I'm asking what you think.”



“Oh, well. Walter never struck me as the suiciggkt Get me some Saran Wrap,
would you?”

While Daniel rifled through the cabinets, Leolatrito imagine Walter poised at
the river’s edge, ready to jump into the water aaticome out again. In all her years of
knowing the man, she never would have thought f@pable of killing himself. She still
didn’t. Sure, he was prone to the occasional gaked depression, fueled by self-pity
and fringed generously with rage, but suicide? ¥/ gitojected his discontents outward,
not onto himself. Of course, she hadn’t so muctakked to him in something like seven
years; possibly he had changed. But she doubtBden the change that had destroyed
their marriage wasn’t so much a change as the gtgulacess of Walter becoming more
like himself.

Daniel handed her the Saran Wrap. The sheet digplaafted and tangled as she
tried to wrench it over the bread plate. “I alwéigsired Walter would live to a hundred,
just to annoy people,” she said.

Daniel’s lip curled up on the left side. “You me@nannoy you.”

“Ain’t that the truth. Ouch!” she said. She’d scedpher thumb against the jagged
metal edge of the plastic wrap box, and pain bibssthe width of the wounded finger.
Blood rose to the edges of the frayed skin andgzbtiiere. “You’ve got to be kidding
me,” said Leola.

Her son started to say something, but the soumdcaf turning off the River
Road and toward the house interrupted him. “Darsaid Leola. “She’s early.” She
made for the living room window.

Daniel followed after her. “Ma, she’s exactly omé&.”



An enormous Ford Bronco painted halfway betweee hlud black nosed its
cautious way over the grass, braking for the chisk@at roamed over the property.

“I'll go bandage my thumb,” said Leola, walking tamd the bathroom. “You go
show Morgue Lady where to park her behemoth. Ibady asks, | got this cut in a knife
fight in a dark alley.”

“I'll tell her she should see the other guy,” sBidniel.

The money, as she found herself having to explaéam and over again, was not
the issue— not that the cost was insignificant.a&ib cremation would run her up to two
thousand dollars. But even if incinerating Waltegmains cost her no more than a
nickel, she would have thrown that nickel down anhwe before she spent it doing any
favors for Walter Brown, even a dead Walter BroRaying for his burial would feel like
he had once again maneuvered her into a positi@nendhe was forced to do what he
wanted, like he was getting the last word. Aftérwhsn't it just like Walter to cross to
the other side on her dime? Disappearing and lgawen with the tab, as he had so many
times in life? Leola imagined him laughing his affsn whatever circle of hell he now
inhabited.

She explained as much to the sheriff about a wek Walter’'s death. Sheriff
Lemoyne was a barrel-chested, affable man whoeddhe bakery Leola ran out of her
kitchen no fewer than three times a week. He’'d lzekautenant on call that Christmas
she had Walter arrested. While Leola slipped ha$ & French bread into a crackly paper
sack, the sheriff stood in her foyer and tappechtéteéhe held by the brim lightly against

his knee.



“The morgue’s packed as it is,” he said. “Seems ékery corpse they get comes
from a family with nothing to offer but grief. Itgotten worse since the plants started
downsizing.”

Leola folded the open end of the bag and flattendgdhe crease. “That’s all very
unfortunate, but | don’t see what it has to do with,” she said.

“You're not like those others, Leola,” he said. ‘€yhwant to bury the bodies, but
they don’t have the means. You have the meansdiuha will. The whole parish
council is after me to trim the budget. Paupersidis are there for people who need the
service. You don't.”

“That’ll be three-seventy-five.”

The sheriff handed her a twenty, and she made ehdhgst let the morgue send
somebody out here to talk to you,” he said. “Sheeeglain things.”

“I don’t want to hear any explanations that encdhwite burying Walter Brown.”

But she finally did agree to meet with the Morguwaaliz. (What did the sheriff say
her name was? Brittany? Brandi? Some cheerleadee.hd he sheriff promptly ordered

a dozen chocolate éclairs.

Leola was right about Morgue Lady being skinny, ha-right about her being
blonde. Her hair was decidedly yellow, interlacedehand there with darker, coppery
strands, but the hair was thin and ramrod straighé wore it pulled back and clamped in
by a severe black barrette. The lapels of her pipexl suit sagged over a breastless

torso. Morgue Lady had buggy eyes of a washed-oet dolor, accentuated by thick,



clotted mascara and heavy eyeliner. She shook Handg and introduced herself as
Tiffany Arnaud.

“Banana bread?” said Leola.

“No thank you,” said Tiffany.

Off to a flying start.

Leola eased herself into a dusty rose armchairariving room, and Tiffany sat
on the edge of the sofa, her spine as rigid ameled as a doll's. While Tiffany
spoke—explaining that the morgue had suffered dommal budget cuts, that since the
recession started more and more St. Adelina ciiz@plied for parish assistance with
mortuary expenses, that the parish simply did avethhe resources it needed for day-to-
day functioning— Leola deduced that here was a wowiao had spent the larger part of
her life trying to prove to people that her slighild and shrill voice and cutesy name
made her neither a child nor a simpleton. Leolatetithe opposite problem. Big-
breasted at twelve, Leola had since adolescencrlfberself hurtling towards problems
and expectations she was not equipped to handle.

“We've tried to streamline, be more efficient, elrate waste,” Tiffany was
saying, “but we can only do so much cost-cuttinfpleethe quality of the services we
provide begins to degenerate. Ever since the riecess

“I'm not responsible for the recession,” Leola said

“Of course not,” Tiffany began, but Leola cut héi o

“You think | don’t know there’s a recession going?8 Leola said. “Flour costs
more. Butter costs more. If | didn’t keep my ownc&ens | don’t know what I'd do for

eggs. I've lost | don’t even know how many regudastomers.”



“Times are tough everywhere,” said Tiffany, hera@entle. “Nevertheless,
ma’am, | can assure you that you're still in mueliér shape than a lot of people in this
parish. Mr. Brown was your husband, and you aranfamally responsible for him.”

Leola laughed dryly. “No kidding?” she said. “Yoardt understand. Money
didn't just slip from Walter’'s hands. It jumped kel soap. I've spent the last fifteen years
recuperating from Walter’s spending binges.”

Leola heard the words spilling out of her mouthhvattwinge of guilt. All this
time she’d been insisting that her resistance wasinout the money, but now, hearing
herself, she wondered. Okay. Fine. She cared dbeuhoney. So what? Hadn’t Walter
Brown pissed enough of her money away for her tpusigfied in refusing him any
more? Still. She felt like the moral high groundwinich she had planted her feet had
become shaky.

As her confidence waned, Leola wanted more urgehéy ever for the
conversation to be over. She pulled herself oltenfarmchair. “Ms. Arnaud, | have three
orders of pattie shells that need my attentiontnigiw. I'd be happy to discuss the
Walter situation with you later in the week.” Undwr circumstances would she be happy
to do any such thing, but what else was she suppossay?

“Oh, okay,” said Tiffany, but however bright and @mable her tone, she couldn’t
guite mask the fact that she was no happier withathangement than Leola was. For the
entirety of their interview Tiffany had worn a peskional poker face, but now, watching
the white woman jot down the time of their next tmegin her leather-bound agenda,

Leola thought she saw unadulterated annoyanceeitight folds of Tiffany’s thin lips.

10



Daniel didn’t reemerge until a minute or two aftéifany revved up the engine of
her Bronco and disappeared down the River Rodderlirection of LeJardin. “Well?”
Daniel asked.

Leola looked up from her crossword puzzle. “Wdtle's coming back on
Monday,” she said.

“Jesus,” said Daniel. He sat on the arm of the,dufagrip on the upholstery
beneath him rendering his knuckles huge. “You digndmise anything, did you?”

“Beyond talking again on Monday? No.”

“Good,” said Daniel, and Leola wondered for a selcahen this clipped quality
had entered her son’s speech. Lately everythingtabaniel, from his tone to the way
his eyes cut across a room, seemed to cracklemnited rage. His full, soft mouth had
taken on a steely firmness, so that his kiss orcheek somehow felt both hard and
perfunctory. He had inherited his father’s intebkee eyes, startling in a black man’s
face, like a bright-plumaged bird out of seasonwNalthough the eyes burned bright as
ever, they seemed sealed off, guarded. He hadaeenny, sincere child. What could
have wrought such a change? Was it just Waltersitteeffects of having a raving drunk
for a quote-unquote father?

“I'm so pissed off at that cracker | can’t seeigfind” he said.

Even though they were inside, Leola found herseifing to the left, the direction
in which Tiffany Arnaud’s truck had disappeareddtin’t like having her here either, but
| didn’t think she was all that bad,” she said.

“Not her. Walter.”

11



Leola looked at him. “Cupcake, you haven’t seenntiaa in years. Do you
honestly care that much?”

“I care about my rights. | could give a shit abbun.”

Leola nodded, not quite believing him. Through blaek window she saw lush
greenery against a blanched blue sky, and suddéelyelt claustrophobic. “I'm going
for a walk,” she said, setting her crossword aradlireg glasses on the side table. “You
want to come?”

Daniel declined, saying he wanted to finish up sevoek for his environmental
NGO before the weekend was up. Leola coaxed heirfeeher hiking shoes and walked

out the back way, locking the door after her.

Even though she lived right next to the river, laeecbuldn’t remember the last
time she actually looked at the thing. Her kneggped as she lurched up the steep slope
of the levee. She was getting old. She rememberedunt easing herself into a kitchen
chair, short of breath and creaky, saying to hegri't get old, you hear?”

She reached the dirt path in time to see a pditawk-bellied whistling ducks rise
from the levee’s opposite base and flap away. Thegppeared behind the Chinese
tallow trees that choked the river's edge. Leotaed right. Ahead of her a series of
harbor cranes loomed over the docks and waitingsst slight breeze moved from off
the water and swished her hair around. The slop@ st climbed was spotted with
patches of clover so copious Leola wanted to kaedlthrust her fingers into their soft
green depths, as one might desire to braid thedsesf a thick-haired girl. When Daniel

was a child, he used to climb to the top of thi®é lie on his side, and roll back down.
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He did this hundreds of times, until one day heplesed to roll across a red ant pile. He
became cautious after that. He was not a childdiabbe bitten twice by the same insect.

The stretch of land between the levee and the wodeined as she walked, and
soon she was passing tin-roofed houses with oriage and chain-link fences. It was
the third week of April, and the fragrance of thhargge blossoms had drawn an
improbable number of bees. In another two weeksh#at at this time of day would be
only slightly less than unbearable. Even now thet a@s so strong that after twenty
minutes of walking Leola had to stop. When she sliet saw that she had reached the old
St. Adelina Parish cemetery, and she could seafSbemoyne’s disproportionate frame
standing among the tombs. She called his namehamgrned and waved to her to come
down.

The tombs closest to the river were above-groundsmlaums, encased by iron
fences gone red with rust. Further back were smgihkeve stones, many with epitaphs in
French, some with dates going back to the 1700sepose Jean Jacques Cantrelle.
Adele Aucoin, née 1813, décédée 1857. The newdrsomere depressingly ugly by
comparison: shoe-box sized slabs wedged into thk, edten adorned with some cheesy
clipart image of a flower or praying hands. Spratkthroughout the cemetery were iron
crosses, a marker which signified, Leola knew, lboyefever victim. A small cross
meant the victim was a child.

When she reached the sheriff, he pointed to onleeobld French gravestones.
“This is my great-great—" he paused and tickedlodf “great’s” on his fingers—"great-

great grandmother’s grave.”
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Leola looked at the tomb, another of the FrenasofiYour people have been
here a while,” she said.

So had hers. But none of her people were burieg, lagleast none that would
have acknowledged her. Her aunt, father, and mddlgen the new cemetery on Cement
Road, and she had grandparents in the courtyared¥lethodist church, but beyond
that, nothing. Leola looked out at the crossesdstastiffly askew and the mausoleums
like miniature houses. The posts of the curliciettés had crowns in the shape of
arrowheads. These people were remembered. Petteapsias nothing left of them but
their names and the dates that bookended theg, Imaybe a generic familial
description, beloved father, devoted mother—a pitato be sure, but at least they had
something testifying to their existence. What déd bwn ancestors have? Who knew
what patch of dirt housed their remains?

“Sheriff, what exactly is a pauper’s grave?” skkedl. “I mean, what happens
when someone’s buried in a pauper’s grave?”

“Well, we wait until we have enough of ‘em,” theestif said. “Then we send ‘em
over to Orleans Parish. They do our paupers’ baf@l us. There’s no marker, though
sometimes people do save up enough to put a mankitrere.”

Leola nodded, her eyes fixed on the mausoleumifShemoyne’s relative had
been named Joséphine. Without thinking Leola recl and traced the supple “J” in
the stone’s inscription with her thumb. In the sde that followed she could hear the
honk and howl of a freight train sailing down theidh Pacific on the West Bank.

Finally the sheriff spoke up. “It's tough,” he dafHell, Leola, | know what that

man put you through. I wouldn’t ask you to do tifis”
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“If it wasn’t an election year,” Leola finished.

The sheriff drew his head back and squinted at“haras going to say if the
parish didn’t really need it,” he said quietly, doebla felt a cold breeze blow across their
friendship. She looked down at her feet and treethink of the right thing to say, but
before anything occurred to her, Sheriff Lemoynd,s&Vell, I'll be seeing you around,
Leola,” and marched to his bent-up Firebird. Les&iched him start the engine and
wheel the car towards the Airline Highway. Neitbéthem waved. Then she turned and

started back up the levee, knees popping all the wa

She didn’t even find out about the other womenl @fiter she threw Walter out
for the fourth and final time. Once, when Waltersvaiunk, he gave Leola a strange leer.
She knew that leer as the look men wore when wamegte them feel powerful in an
illicitly sexual way, and she knew that Walter mhate worn that look before, probably
recently. But her suspicions remained unconfirmetil some months after he left the
house for good. Only then did she discover the rarrobtimes he went to bed with
somebody else over the course of their marriage,ie@had blown his paychecks and
borrowed or stolen Leola’s money to buy these wodrarks and steak dinners and

eight-karat gold necklaces.

Tiffany sat erect on the sofa just as before, hdolded across her closed knees.

As Leola sat down, Tiffany asked if she had hactimthink over the matter of Walter’s

burial.
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Time? Sure, Leola had had time. But she hadn’t tissdiime to think about
Walter, not in any productive way, at least. She thawn two columns on the back of a
soup can label, one column marked “pros” and theranarked “cons,” but every time
she sat down to fill in the empty space beneatthdagling, she felt a sudden urge to try
the recipes that had been Scotch-taped to hegee#tor for over a year. Forgoing hot
meals and a certain amount of sleep, Leola createde coconut bundt, a peanut butter
pie, and a six-layer white chocolate sweet potat@cThe one thing she hadn’t made
was a decision. Throughout all of Leola’s mixingldeating and slicing and melting,
Walter hovered in the background of her consciossnée a balloon nobody could
reach bobbing in a ceiling corner.

“You know, when Walter and | were having an argutrienused to cover my
mouth with his hand to cut me off,” Leola saidhdted that.”

“Who wouldn’t,” Tiffany said so quietly her lips bely seemed to move.

“If I asked him to do laundry, he’d do all of hisvo clothes and none of mine,”
Leola continued. “If | was saving a buttermilk dropa little sliver of mandarin orange
cake in the fridge, he’'d eat it. Those were thedggears, mind you, the early years. In
the later years | started buying picture frame®gating to how well they’d cover the
holes Walter punched in my wall.”

Tiffany said nothing. Her eyes did not move.

“You know, sometimes | think the cake-pilferingthers me more than the wall-
punching,” Leola said. “Walter only raged when hesvout of his mind with liquor. In
those early years he made the sober, deliberateectmbe unloving, over and over

again. You get tired of being treated in an unigwivay.”
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Tiffany leaned forward. “Mrs. Brown, I'm divorcedshe said. “I know what it's
like to want nothing to do with a man. If the paissproblems aren’t enough to persuade
you, let me ask you to think about your son. Eday that corpse stays above ground is
another day you make him relive the hell your hashaut you through. Don’t take three
decades of unpleasant memories and make themrtex of your life. You're on the
verge of pulling the trigger on a gun aimed stragghyour foot, and if Mr. Brown saw
you he’d find the whole situation hilarious. Truse.”

Leola pictured Walter with that strip joint leer bis face. For a moment she
hated him with an intensity she hadn'’t felt indén years.

“All right,” Leola said at last. “All right. I'll daim the body. I'll pay for the
funeral. I'll put a wreath of goddamn roses onllstard’s grave. You win. The parish
wins. Walter wins.”

Tiffany shook her head. “You shouldn’t look athat way.”

Leola arose from her chair. “I'm doing what you wavls. Arnaud. Have the

courtesy not to tell me how to look at things.”

When she told him her decision, Daniel listenedliat closed-off expression,
lips soldered together, eyes not meeting hers. Tieemalked to the front door and put on
his jacket, saying nothing, offering no responsenvheola asked him where he was
going but to walk out and let the door slam behiind.

Standing where he’d left her in the living roomplaeheard the sound of his
motorcycle revving up and tearing down the Rivea®&dGo then, she thought. Her hands

trembled as she emptied the kitchen sink, tos$iagmvhisks carelessly and shutting the
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drawers too hard. Go, she thought again. Becaude@mws you're the only one who'’s
disappointed right now.

After dinner she went back to the levee. Off to ffigint the sun sank behind the
docked freighters, silhouetting them. Everythingtlos riverbank glowed as if radiating
its own inner light, the birch trees and the blaksy even her own cinnamon-colored
skin. When she looked at her hands and made hem®tious of their warmth, she felt
as though she could gild whatever she touched.

She took a five-minute walk to where she knew aestoench overlooked the
river, and then she sat. The water moved in shbappy waves. Early in the evening a
couple of joggers passed by, but other than tratss alone. Leola stayed on the bench
long after she should have gone home, watchingeklywater together turn a dusky
purple and then an inky blue. Finally she senseaesme approaching from the left, and
she turned and saw Daniel lumber toward her.

“Jesus,” said Daniel as he reached the bench.

“Haven’t seen Him,” said Leola.

“You know if you’re going to disappear for over hour you could at least leave
a note saying where you are.”

“Look who's talking.” She scooted over, and Darsiat. By this time the river had
gone black, discernible only from the play of magint on the water's movement. They
watched the silvered undulations for a few moments.

“This river is the reason | came back to Louisiamniel said. “It's the reason
I'll always live here. No matter how screwed upstbiate gets, this river is the trump

card.”
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She tried not to, but Leola couldn’t help but Qétke hurt by this. She would like
to think that she played some role in Daniel’s dieci to stay at home—that she was the
trump card that called him back, just as he wasahneys would be so for her. She had
never left Louisiana for long, and she did not knelat life away from the water would
be like, but she couldn’t imagine that any topogiepl feature would have the pull on
her that her son did. She squeezed her eyes Bhaotppened them, trying to pull herself
together. Mothers were supposed to feel this wayatheir children, not the other way
around. Parenthood was not a tit-for-tat arrangeémen

“So,” Daniel said. “We're burying Walter Brown.”

Leola was glad Daniel couldn’t see her eyes leakendark. “We can afford it,”
she said.

“That’s no reason.”

Leola felt a battle coming on, and she didn’t warthave it out here on the levee.
“Are you hungry?” she said.

For a moment Daniel looked as if he was going tuse her of changing the
subject, but then he stood up and said, “I'm stayViHe held onto her hand to steady
her on the way down the levee, but once they rehftheground again he let go. They
walked in silence back to the house.

The knife glided through the cake. Touch was wreadlé liked most about
baking: the feeling of thickened dough resistirgpaon, the slick lathering of an icing
spatula. She enjoyed the way layer after frostgerlbent and parted under the knife’s
placid insistence, right until the blade clinkecigt the ceramic plate. She set the slice

before her son, who looked at her with a wry exgioesthat clearly said the subject was
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not closed, the issue not settled. There wasptitity that needed to be said between
them. Leola watched Daniel pick up his fork. Sheuldavait to start talking until he took

the first bite.
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CHAPTER Il

REDUCED TO ABSURDITY

Three o’clock. You start to ask yourself what, ékag/ou’re doing in this coffee
shop, but then you stop and realize that you ajr&adw the answer and it's Charles.
Charles is the reason you are sitting in a rourckd chair by the window at the Carpe
Diem Coffee and Tea Company in Mobile on a Sundtgyraoon in October, Charles is
the reason you came to Mobile in the first pladeai®s is the reason why you didn’t cut
your hair last week and why there are two Tuppegvwantainers of chicken tetrazzini in
the crisper of your fridge and why there aren’ké¢its to Die Fledermaus in an envelope
at the bottom of your purse.

But you can't let yourself off the hook that easiBharles may be the answer, but
that answer prompts another question. And you dantjuestions go. Charles himself
would be ashamed. You think of your first logicsdaall those syllogisms, all those
fallacies, all those conclusions that weren’t caemns at all but invitations to take up
another chase. When you were a freshman the ideaxdiaustible inquiry exhilarated
you. After you had your first objectively banal lpgrsonally earth- shattering encounter
with undergraduate existentialist angst, you wergfted. Now you're merely

exhausted—especially when the question you haekase is: but why Charles?
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You stare at your coffee, waiting for it to codthy Charles. The first time this
guestion arose alarmed you. You'd never thoughhipCharles required justification
before, and your visceral response—shameful, yadithit—was to push the question
away and try to forget about it. Apparently the &ten refuses to be forgotten, so your
only recourse is to scrounge for an answer. Yomfan argument.

A. If your lover talks you into missing an opera yealty want to see so you can
meet him at a coffee shop instead and then dosisoit’ up, he doesn't really
care for you.

B. My lover has talked me into missing an opera llyaghnted to see so that |
could meet him at a coffee shop instead, and he'tretsown up.

C. .. He doesn'’t really care for me.

The argument is valid, certainly. But is it soun@tis examine the first premise:
because Charles has lured you away from Strausadiply that your work schedule
keeps him from seeing you as much as he’d likey tmétand you up, he must not love
you. Oh, but he does. You know he does. You pidturein your mind—thick-lipped,
bespectacled, hair richly yellow but thin enougheibyou he’ll be bald before he
reaches forty. You imagine his lean frame stretchiadn against your body, his hirsute
arm draped across you in bed, the way he nuzzlasngck with his nose. He loves you.
On cue your brain switches to Socratic dialogue.

Q: How do you know he cares for you?

A: That question’s too big. Break it down.

Q: All right. Let’s try a different angle. Do yarare for him?

A: Oh, yes.
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Q: Why?

A: He's intelligent. He’s charming, at times. Irdbwant anyone else. And he
was so sweet to me in undergrad, such a help. €hhads been so stabilizing these past
few years. He’s good for me.

Q: Good for you? Boyfriends are not bran muffikigredith.

A: Foul. Double foul. No negative definitions, figurative definitions.

Q: Conceded. But you still haven't answered mygioal question.

A: I'm tired. Can’'t we do this some other time?

Q: Foul. We’re in Socratic dialogukeask the questions, agduanswer them.
Those are the rules. As you very well know, missy.

“l am a lunatic,” you say out loud. A man noseatase with a newspaper two
tables away, the only other customer in the caffesp, looks up at you. You force a
smile at him and raise the paper cup on the tabyeuar lips. The coffee is still too hot

and scalds the roof of your mouth.

When you were eleven your father decided to ctedrithe storage closet in the
garage. By mid-afternoon he’d erected a tower ok jon the carpet in front of the piano:
paint cans, ice chests, grease-spattered mufBndibbouquet of silk roses from a play
you were in at school, a bicycle pump, an inflagainkttress. Your six-year-old sister
discovered a box of old records. “What are thesé®@’said, pulling a thin black disc out
of its yellowed sleeve. “Frisbees?”

“No!” your father yelped.
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He dragged a turntable down from the attic, amdHe next two hours you and
your father lay sprawled on the living room flo@téning to opera records. After the first
few minutes your sister lost interest. But you didviou still remember what you
listened to that day. Lucia Popp, Anna Moffo, T@obbi.Figaro, Butterfly, Carmen

You took up a record with an intriguing picture thie cover: two mustached men
in feathered turbans and shoes that curled abtee arms outstretched in supplication
before two women in eighteenth century dresses.dVdbout this one?” you said.

Your father, supine, craned his neck to readitlee tAh,” he said. “MozartCosi
Fan Tutte ‘All Women Are Like That.”

“Like what?” you asked.

He hesitated. “Well, you sort of have to know wieole story.”

“What's the whole story?”

Your father flipped over onto his abdomen and dageu. “Two young men make
a bet with an old man that their fiancées will aje/ée faithful to them.”

“Do they win?”

“No.”

“So this one’s sad?”

“Oh no, it's a comedy. The guys pretend to leavgd to war, and then they come
back in disguise—you know, wearing silly hats amelse long fake mustaches, and each
one tries to woo the other one’s girlfriend. Ittgtsof a funny situation.”

You frowned at the picture on the record covemti¥nean the guys leave the
stage and come back with fake mustaches and tlsedgin’t recognize them? Their own

fiancés?”
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“It's a stage convention. Shakespeare used thaltime. Just go with it.”

You scanned the foreign title again—Co Zee Fahm Tay. All women are like
that. Meaning what? That they wouldn’t know the mogortant person in their lives if
he was wearing a lackluster Halloween costumeh@&rthey’d ditch the most important
person in their lives for the first curly-shoedgevho came along?

You must have looked concerned because your fathdy “It was the 1700s,

Mere. Don't analyze it too much.”

At least you like the coffee shop. The buildinggmally somebody’s house, was
constructed in the nineteenth century. Fairly rédgehe house was remodeled but not
enough to efface the exotic feeling of oldness pRewho use words like “quaint” would
call it quaint.

The walls are painted the ripe red color of pluMixed media paintings crowd
white mantelpieces, price tags hanging like tiryltags from the picture frames.
Varnished floorboards crackle beneath the weighth@fmost delicate footsteps. Billie
Holiday wails beneath the clinking and whirringttkames from behind the counter. (Or
is that Ella Fitzgerald? You don’t know the diffaoe.) The window next to your table
reveals a sidewalk bordered with green trees—tasases hardly change in Mobile—and
a slab of sky, robustly blue. Because it's mid-®@eto a string of orange and purple lights
hangs along the ceiling, and here and there arthendhop there’s a miniature pumpkin
or a pipe-cleaner bat.

Bats—Die FledermausThe curtain rose half an hour—you check your wvatc

forty-five minutes ago. The only performance schedwhen you weren’t working was
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the two-thirty matinee going on now, but Charlested you to come here instead. He
doesn't like the opera.

“Oh, operg” Charles said, wrinkling his nose, when you faisked him if he
wanted to go with you tdurandot “It's like jazz. Nobody really likes jazz, theygt
pretend they do.”

“I like jazz.”

“No you don't.”

Comments like that really irritate you. If he haed to tell you what you did and
did not like earlier in your relationship, you wdutave laughed in his face and walked
out the door.

But instead you've followed him halfway across toeintry. When you met
Charles, you were a freshman, and he, four yearssgnior, was a T.A. in your first
semester philosophy class. Everything he said maddéremble. With him you
navigated the delightful intricacies of Descarted Blegel and Socrates, like someone
exploring a new and beautiful island. All that fisemester you walked from class to
class in a heady state of song and sparkle, wamglaow you ever thought you knew
happiness before now. You pitied the people youisaive hallway or the union or the
dorm because the dazzling wave of happiness thmatymu along didn’t touch them. The
only comparable experience you'd ever had was lgimgour bed when you were
fourteen and listening to “Mir Ist So Wunderbar’emand over again.

Under ordinary circumstances you keep to yourbelf when something thrills
you, you must talk about it. Had Charles not béensble candidate available, you would

have chosen him anyway. In any case, he was yduioption. Most of the boys you
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knew in your class were more interested in kegtiexrs in Kierkegaard. (Not that you've
got anything against keggers.) Causal determingiad to seize those boys by their
throats and hold them in frightened and titillatiedall as it did you. Charles was

different. He understood you.

Charles is fifteen minutes late. Pulling your jacie as you walk, you step out
onto Carpe Diem’s porch and down the four or fiteps to the small asphalt parking lot.
You hate talking on the phone in public places, stegping outside of the enclosed
coffee shop gives you, somehow, the illusion ofgey. You hit Charles’ speed dial
button and hold the receiver up to your ear. Orstheet directly in front of you, cars clip
by with supreme indifference to the sign dictatiwgnty-five miles an hour. Two lanes
of traffic separate you and Carpe Diem from on®lobile’s ritzier neighborhoods. The
houses nestle in anonymous greenery that by Mdnett before, will reveal themselves
flamboyantly as azalea bushes, dogwood, and cbé&rsgom trees.

Charles’ office answering machine chirps its toovlaar leave-a-message
message in your ear. You hang up and try his telhp. An acorn falls from one of the
oak trees on your right and cracks against thered&.cA woman in shorts and a sports
bra jogs by, her ponytail flopping back and fofe runs past Carpe Diem and the
neighboring buildings, the bank and the barbersmapthe five and dime, out of sight. A
large pot filled with snapdragons squats besidgtheh railing where you stand. You
pull at the petals to snap the dragon’s mouth wjole wait for the robotic voicemail

lady to shut up. Your message is succinct—“I'm h€all me.”
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The smell of espresso beans and sugar greets ymuagpen the coffee shop
door. A tall, cylindrical iron rack of greeting o stands in the center of the room. You
browse through the selection. Happy Birthday. Getl\8oon. Thank You. Just Because.
Packages of truffles, as shiny as wrapping papiet,a you from the shelves. You take
one down to read the nutrition label when your ghatirs and quivers in your pocket.
Charles has sent you a text message, longhandrapérly punctuated. “I'm running
late, but I'll be there soon. Wait for me.”

Impatience rattles in your chest, but you decidead for him. If you leave now,
he could show up two minutes later. You and Chdrée& a history of just missing each

other.

Recalling that first golden year of college, yauatill not sure whether you
confused your intellectual excitement with lovdare with your intellectual excitement.
Or both, or neither. The first few times you wemQharles’ office you went to talk about
the class material. | get the cogito, but how ddescartes get from the cogito to God?
Isn’t Frankfurt kind of copping out in this paragh® What exactly is Berkeley saying
here? Eventually you started seeking out diffipgiints in the reading so that you would
have a pretext to knock on his door. Finally yoacteed the point where pretenses were
no longer needed between you. You began droppingglarly, no occasion but desire
for his company necessary. The two of you coull adlout philosophy, sure, and you
did, often, but you could talk about other thingstsonal things, too.

For the following year you gorged yourself on thes@ng ideas as happily and

obliviously as a baby reaching for a razor bladellectually you grasped everything
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you read, but experientially—you had no idea. Tbee day you overheard some older
students, people you didn’t even know, discussiangiel Beckett'sEndgameAnd all at
once, in a way for which no textbook could prepare, the apparent meaninglessness of
the universe made itself fully and instantly viudyour mind. The wave that had carried
you so sweetly through the previous year roaratsteenith and crashed down on top of
you.

Shaken, you went to Charles for comfort and guidahie was sympathetic and,
to your surprise, rather pleased.

“Education is a series of controlled nervous bdeakns,” said Charles. He
handed you a box of tissues. “If you finished agdl@vithout ever feeling this way, |
would know I'd failed you.”

With Charles’ help you explored your options. irons with a succession of
Eastern religions ensued, predictably. Charles ieahpiis bookshelves into your arms—
Hume, Sartre, Nagel. You let your history and &tare courses go to hell while you
cracked your skull against Kant and Camus, takihgesht notes all the while.
(Incidentally, you let Charles’ small-change inttass go to hell, too—and he docked
you mercilessly.) Making the transition to unbefi®im belief—even your vague,
perfunctory belief—was daunting, but once you seggmour ties to faith you were
surprised at how little you missed them. Now yaalize that the plunge into atheism was
no plunge at all; you'd started worshipping Chaitetead of God long before.

Existential despair revealed itself to you witlosking instantaneity— a switch
flipped so fast the whole system shut down befoeesparks hit the floor. Realizing you

loved Charles took three years, and when you dallfi know you weren't surprised in
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the least. As soon as you knew he was willing teehgu, you made love to him beneath

a bust of John Locke.

Three-thirty. The first act must be over by noveuystart to sing the finale,
“Happy Is He who Forgets,” gently to yourself. Thgyu discover you've forgotten the
words.

A. If | forget, | am happy.

B. I've forgotten.

C. .. lam happy.

You thought about telling Charles that the show vakedRevenge of the Bat
and letting him think you were going to see a cob@ok movie until both of you were
already at the civic center. He’s so actively igmdrof pop culture, he might actually
believe you. But, of course, he’s even less likelywatch a comic book movie than he is
to watch an opera. You can hear him now: “Grown mueming around in capes, fighting
crime? That's ridiculous. Nobody does that. Thadtigs are way off.” Et cetera.

As much as you dislike going to the opera aloneygwith Charles is worse.
You spend the whole time fretting about how boredrtust be, and during intermission
he unloads upon you a voluminous list of everythieglislikes so far.

Trovatore “He’s standing there singing about leaving, alroghing away, about
flying to his mother’s rescue, swift as lightnidgyr two verses, and the whole time he’s
juststanding therg

Barber. “All these people singing at the top of theirgsrabout how quiet they're

being.”
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Figaro: “The premise is baseless. Tth®it du seigneukvas a historical fiction.
This would never happen in real life.”

Butterfly. “A Japanese woman and a Caucasian man cannaiqe@dblond-
haired, blue-eyed child. It's biologically imposkall

“All this time we’ve been together, and | neveelinyou were a geneticist.”

“Fair enough. | am open to challenge on this pddott even if it's possible, | bet
it's highly, highly unlikely.”

Last Valentine’s Day you decided to play your @allasTraviataduring dinner.
You thought the mood music would be romantic. Gigdut his pasta into smaller pieces
and said, “I don’t see how a consumptive couldhose high C's.”

You told him sopranos with TB were a stage coneerdand not worth
scrutinizing. He told you that nothing was not viostrutinizing. The two of you went
on, arguing and counter-arguing, before you redlthat you didn't like this discussion,
that you were tired of everything turning into dtlea

“Come on,” you said. “I want us to be happy today.

“Some things are more important than happinessd’ €harles. Not for the first
time.

-

Q: How do you know—

A: LALALALALAICANTHEAR YOU LALALALALAL ALA

The year you graduated Charles was accepted hgpgram in Mobile.

Following him meant putting your own plans for guate school on hold, but you didn’t
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mind. (And yet here you are, knee-deep in griefr onissing an opera performance.)
Consciously turning yourself into the punch lineadiumanities major joke, you took
your bachelor’s degrees in philosophy and theokoyy found a job tending bar.

You're twenty-three now. The mysteries of the undeeare old-hat, and after two
years of living with Charles you wonder if the uaexned life has its appeals after all.
You've realized that the dark side of Charles’ dedygnd precise questioning is an
indiscriminate cynicism about everyone’s motivegluiding his. Including yours. He’s
the kind of person who would let you drift into seome else’s arms, would even push
you towards them, not to prove anything, not to aimet, but just so he would know, just

so he could talk about the implications endlessly.

Q: Would you like him more if he wore curly-toedogls?
A:

Q: Just a thought.

Four o’clock. Half-way through the second act ndWwe man with the newspaper
IS gone, so you venture to sing a little loudere Tituth is you can’t sing at all.

The coffee shop door opens. As if pulled fromrangtconnected to the center of
your breast, you perk up. But it's not Charless #'group of high school kids, the boys’
crumpled shirttails hanging out from under the heftheir jackets, the girls’ pleated
skirts hiked up a good five or six inches abovekihee.

Q: How do you know he cares for you?

A: That'’s a ridiculous question.
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Q: That’s a ridiculous answer.

A: 1 don’t. All right? 1 don’t know. How could | pssiblyknowin the sense that
you mean?

Q: For the sake of argument, let’'s accept the @meias a given. Is the fact that he
cares for you—assuming he cares for you—enouglstify staying with him?

A: Yes.

Q: How do you know?

A: 1 just know.

Q: That's not an answer. How do you know?

A: | justknow can’t you accept that | jukhow? God damn it, leave me alone.
Stop bothering me.

It occurs to you that the only reason you're delggyourself is because you came
to this coffee shop expecting an actual convemsagmce the conversation you'd hoped
for has failed to happen, you simulated a discussigyour brain. You feel utterly
pathetic. Then you feel sorry for yourself. Them yeel contemptuous of yourself for
feeling sorry for yourself. You go to the countadaorder a chocolate chip cookie. While
you eat, breaking off little pieces with your fimgend popping them into your mouth,

you stare out the window and list to yourself h# teasons why you should stop crying.

A. All men are mortal.
B. All women are like that.
C. Von festem Geiste ist ein Mann. A man is of firmspirit, he thinks about

what he might say.

33



D. La donna e mobile. A woman is fickle, like a featimethe wind.

E. L’amour est enfant de boheme. Love is a gypsy child

F. Happy is he who makes the best out of any situasind lets reason guide
him through trials and tribulations.

G. Socrates is a man.

H. Charles is a man.

. You are a woman.

K. I'm sorry...what was the question?

Four-thirty. You stand up and pull your pursegtonto your shoulder. As you
shove your chair beneath the table, Charles whlisgh the door. He says your name,
begins to burble out some excuse. You're not @stied; you brush past him and go
home.

Once you reach your apartment, you drape your jamker the loveseat, turn on
the radio, empty the dishwasher. In a short w@harles will come home. You will
fight; you will argue and counter-argue. Just theught of all those thrusts and parries
makes your feet ache and your bones feel hollow.

After locking the door of your bedroom, you plug txternal speakers into your
laptop. You scavenge through your mp3 files, samgpihis and that, like someone
squeezing boxed chocolates to find what she wabes. Holle Rache,” “Aprite un po’
quegli occhi,” “Donna sciocca, alma di fango.” Whbe opening strains of “Ah, chi mi

dice mai” begin, you know you have a winner. Ydelhow Bartoli spits out the
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syllables, the way her consonants cut and thertga her vowels. Where is he, she
sings. If | find him | will rip out his heart. Bithe won't; you know this, would know it
even if you didn’t know the rest of the opera.

You put the track on a loop, so you'’re not sure moany times Bartoli has
vented her spleen by the time Charles comes hooh&raotks on the door. “Meredith,
we need to talk.”

“I know, | know,” you yell through the closed dodThe champagne made you
do it, Eisenstein.”

Silence. Then: “What?” he says.

You don’t answer. You turn up the volume on youwsaers.

“Oh, come on, Meredith.”

“Can’t hear you,” you say, sliding the volume daither up.

“You can be so unreasonable,” says Charles.

The noise that comes out of your mouth is halftaumlf-raspberry. Of course,
Charles doesn't hear the noise, just as you cdanger hear whatever he’s saying or
doing in the next room. The two of you are cutfadim each other by the stream of liquid
anger firing from your speakers, howls from a warlgere even screeching and impotent

rage have no choice but to be beautiful.
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CHAPTER IlI

EROS IN NEW ORLEANS

The god of love was in love with a girl named Ha&#e worked at Brocato’s,
the century-old Italian ice cream parlor on theeedfjMid-City. Every morning, Tuesday
through Sunday, Eros took two streetcars from 8arlés to North Carrollton, then
walked through the white-framed glass door benBaticato’s striped awning and
ordered one of the desserts in the display casethidbhe cared for desserts—in the two
thousand years or so since the gods left Mount @lsnEros had never acclimated
himself to mortal food. He just liked to stand by ttcounter and watch her: Hazel,
bending forward and extracting biscotti from theytrher bony fingers and parti-colored
nails gently encircling the fringed paper cup; Hazentering a doily on a ceramic plate
and tucking a plastic utensil next to the tiramallijn motions so swift and smooth they
seemed like a kind of dance. When he gave her ekacige, Eros let his fingers brush
gently against her palm. Her hand was moist and ¥4th no more excuse to linger, he
took his plate to a little round table and a clath a heart-shaped back. For the next
hour he let the spumoni turn to soup while he pete to read th&ambit Weeklyand

surreptitiously watched Hazel chew on the end ofiéft braid.
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Of course, Hazel did not know who he was. Excepthen he went to certain
clubs in the Quarter, he seldom ventured out of3heden District in his true form.
Sometimes he’d rather not be recognized, and ittergig golden wings were a dead
giveaway. So he came to Brocato’s in various gdisesa coiffed woman with a tomato-
shaped nose, for instance, or a scruffy Arabiah gjtittle in the corners of his mouth.
Hazel never seemed to notice Eros, which alwayspgisinted him, in spite of the fact
that not being noticed was the whole point of tisguise.

But while Hazel took no note of him, he took meloais note of her. He knew the
precise curvature of the metal thread crossingipper teeth. He had memorized her
entire wardrobe—which admittedly was not all topressive a feat, since nearly every
ensemble she sported consisted of a striped T-plenitvinkle Chucks, and electric-
colored jeans that hugged her body tight from atkleips.

“Just so we’re clear on this,” his Cousin Apolledsan the one occasion when
Eros stupidly asked him to come and see the,vasri, goddess of his idolatry. “That
‘Love is blind’ thing is supposed to be taken métxally, right?”

Eros bristled. “She’s lovely,” he said. “Look atrtie

They looked. Hazel popped her retainer out of heutim the better to gnaw at a
grape Now and Later. She pressed her elbows ooftihye display case and absently
pushed the shapeless glob of lavender corn symgssaber mouth with her tongue.
Apollo gave Eros an arch look over the top of hagy#ans, but Eros made no response
other than to pick up his spoon and poke at th& frokh in his hitherto untouched
cappuccino. True, Hazel was not what he or anh@irmmortals had been used to in

ancient Greece, where statuesque bodies wereias aat plentiful as the olive trees,
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but Eros believed Hazel had her own, more predmwasd of charm. In any case,
externals were ultimately irrelevant. No one kneattdr than Eros the tricks love could
play on the eyes—not to mention the brain.

For several weeks Eros relished the exquisite atlming from afar—or, if not
from afar, at least from across several trays tdtge— but a point came when the ache
stopped being exquisite and started to chafe. lddetemore than silent longing. He
needed to declare himself.

Sunday morning he rose early and examined his nasidd in the mirror. For his
purposes Eros looked, perhaps, too resplendenuadeed to appear in his true form,
yes, but with the wattage turned down. Dazzlind,imding. He kept his luxuriant crop
of dark curls, perfectly symmetrical face, and eted form. He reduced his height and
left out the wings. Also he let the supernaturdiaace of his skin dwindle to a mere
healthy glow. This was the way he usually appeswadortals when he wanted to awe
but not overawe them.

Eros wore a burnt orange sweater and a thin scaflikéd scarves. While
waiting for Hazel to unlock Brocato’s filigreed entdoors and post the “open” sign, he
stood beneath a palm tree on the neutral groungbtdnded to smoke a cigarette.
Tobacco was another mortal concoction he’d fourftlibg in his first years on this
continent, though he had to admit, over the ceesuthie stuff had grown on him. The day
was fresh and glittering. Not as blue as the Aegeanclose.

Finally Hazel appeared, flicking her cocoa-colopdaits over her shoulder. Eros’
heart turned hot and viscous. He dropped the digaaed twisted the butt dead with the

toe of his right Doc Martens. As he crossed Norér@llton, time seemed, impossibly, to
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slow and quicken at the same time. Just as Eros’hib the curb, a teenager on a
skateboard swerved in front of him and pushedgtmpa on Brocato’s doormat. Not
today, my friend. This is a private party. The teger turned toward the shop, but Eros
flicked his finger and sent the skateboard carepdown the sidewalk—psychokinesis
being one of the few powers left to the gods. Fee@nd the teenager stood frozen, but
then the expression of oblivious self-command @féce jerked into one of alarm, and
he went running after his board. Eros entereddée&ieam parlor.

There she stood, lovely as a luna moth. Hazel riiblee face with the cuff of her
sleeve. Eros felt a stirring in his loins.

“Hello,” Hazel said. She smiled. Her retainer widka the light from the ceiling
fans. “Can | help you?”

Eros thought for a moment about riffing on her gweswith some suggestive
wordplay and thereby winning Hazel's heart withuisy repartee, but his head was too
clouded with love to be witty. In fact, his headsaao clouded with love even to be
coherent. His throat squeezed in on itself, aral panic he adopted manners more suited
to three or four centuries ago.

“O my darling,” he said. “Long have | worshippeduyvom afar, and now comes
the time for me to reveal myself to you in my folgjesty.” He took her hand, bowed,
and then pulled himself erect again. “| am Erosl gblove. Sweet Hazel, your beauty
and virtues acclaim you. | am in thrall to your ©ha. | wish to take you to wife.”

What are you doing? he thought at himself. Youlming it.

Hazel gently wrenched her fingers from his grip aratked her knuckles against

her cheek. “Are you gonna order something?” shedsk
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“I shall not order,” said Eros, “though my dreadronand as one of the immortals
gives me that right.” Oh my god, he thought, arehtremembered he was that god. “No,
beauteous Hazel, | shall beg, not order, your lbwho am a god will become your
slave. | ask only that you should come with me twukt Olympus and be my bride
evermore.”

Hazel's eyes were steady behind the black plastiods of her glasses. “Didn’t,

“Well, not everyone,” he said, and then realizettkly that this was the wrong
answer.

“Or, like, a flower, or an animal?” said Hazel,itrg to close whatever loophole
she thought he was exploiting. “You get what I'nyiag, right?”

This conversation was not going as Eros had plariives, true—
transformations have been known to happen,” he $uid it will not be so with us. We
shall be felicitous always. You will live on nectamnd ambrosia. You will become
immortal. You might even turn into a constellatwhen you die.”

“That’s, like, contradictory,” said Hazel.

In the midst of his rising panic, Eros felt a glofyride in the canniness of his
beloved. He laughed affectionately. “No matter, ae@ar one,” he said, and he reached
out and gave her a light tap on the nose with arfept index finger.

A swoosh and a tinkling sounded behind him. Heddrand saw the door
propped open and the teenager with the skatebaoaking through, his formerly pristine
composure only slightly tarnished by his heavy tiveg. A swatch of silky hair trailed

over one corner of his right eye. He kept a whiteidkled grip on his skateboard.
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Hazel leaned forward, her face bright as the braspeesso machine behind her.
“Hi. Can | help you?”

The skateboarder tossed his head. Eros assumbdytiveas trying to get the hair
out of his eye, but if so he was failing miserabyan | get a caffé mocha to go?” said
the boy in a husky tenor. “Extra whipped cream eimacolate syrup.” He looked at Eros
and tilted his head backwards in greeting. A sibted the size of a pine nut glinted in
the boy’s left ear.

“We don't sell caffé mocha here,” said Hazel. “Waevl café au lait, will that
work?”

“Awesome sauce,” said the skateboarder. “Gimmeaotihem green cookies,
too.”

Hazel nodded and swiftly set about filling the ardd¢ormally Eros took pleasure
in watching Hazel work, but now, with the boy stemgdthere tapping his fingers against
his board’s griptape, the god felt awkward anddpigon. It didn’t help that the boy was
giving him that look that meant he’'d seen Erostyaie on the cover dPeople

“Dude, do | know you?” said the skateboarder.

“Don’t think so,” said Eros. He made a big showedding the menu board.

The skateboarder didn’t take the hint. “Yeah, |ldidg know you. Just gimme a
second.” The boy tossed his head again. The haitcbwose and fell back to its previous
position. “I know—Errol.”

Eros closed his eyes and exhaled. “Eros,” he $@iod of love?”
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“Right!” said the skateboarder. He slapped the tauwith his palm and gave
Eros a sidelong grin. “Knew | recognized you. Hehat happened to the gold wings,
man?”

“One café au lait and a green biscotto,” said Ha&gké smiled wide as she
handed the boy his order, and Eros flinched. Somgthas different. Then he realized:
her retainer was missing.

“Muchos gracias,” said the skateboarder to Hazel.

Hazel tittered. “De nada!” she said, and tittergdia.

On his way out the door the boy turned back to Eff®sace out, Erroll,” he said.

Eros turned back to Hazel. “So as | was saying,3did, but he stopped because
Hazel wasn't listening. She stood on tiptoe with ieck craned toward the bay
windows, watching the boy strut away, coffee anoke®in one hand and skateboard in
the other, flicking his hair swatch like a colt.

Eros waited. Hazel's mouth hung slightly open, aatlin a cute way (although
Eros, gods help him, still thought she was remdikailite). “Hazel?” Eros said at last.

Hazel turned and looked at him as if she had foegdte was there. “I'll be right
with you,” she said. She turned toward the sink staded fumbling around in her apron
pocket. By stepping slightly to the right, Eros lkkbsee her fiddling with a plastic case
the color of a traffic cone. She washed her haawld,when she turned back around, her
retainer was back in her mouth.

At that moment Eros knew that the skateboarder imeisimnote, and he, Eros,

must smite him.
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“Darling, you take these things too hard,” saidrhisther.

Eros groaned into a throw pillow. He lay face-daavid wracked with
despondency on the loveseat in his mother's hamkhe had lain so for two days. The
rage and resolve that flooded his veins when helgawhis Hazel gazed after the
skateboarding mortal had dissolved into a wateguest. Foolishly he went to his
mother for sympathy, but though his mother nediyags had sympathy for the
lovelorn, in his case that sympathy ran up agdiesinvariable dislike for the objects of
his affections. She peppered her concerned clugksaresses with criticisms of Hazel,
which Eros could not bear to hear.

“Ignorant bumpkin,” said Aphrodite. Eros floppedtomis back and watched his
mother refresh her lipstick in the wall mirror ovbe floral arrangement. Aphrodite
rubbed her lips together and smacked. “She oughé own on her knees babbling her
gratitude just to be noticed by a god.” The goddkssbed at her throat with a goose
down powder puff.

Eros repressed the groan lurking in his throat. ‘e’t have the clout that we
used to have, Mother,” he said.

Aphrodite glared at his image in the mirror. “I kmd,” she said, and she snapped
her compact shut.

Of course she knew. All of them knew. Not to hawéged the gods’ steep and
steady fall in stature over the past few centusiesld have taken myopia of, pardon the
phrase, epic proportions. Every now and then tieeyngd to be gearing up for a
comeback (the 1600s had been particularly hopbfitihow, at the dawn of the twenty-

first century, the Pantheon knew more plainly teaar before that they would never
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attain the esteem they had once held. Where Ebgiarkin had formerly been supreme
deities, they now were minor celebrities, fodderdieeckout line tabloids and—gods
forbid—reality television. They no longer hoped foorship. A little respect would have
been sufficient.

Some of them had adapted better than others. TagseAphrodite was a regular
on certain daytime talk shows. Meanwhile Aunt Athéusied herself with travel to this
or that academy or conference or ashram; she lookddif a little bleary-eyed. Aunt
Demeter, on the other hand, went into a suicidpfeksion every time she read a food
label, or at least it would have been suicidah# fiadn’t been immortal. Even Uncle
Poseidon had had to go on a long vacation whehatlloil started spilling into the Gulf,
his new province.

As for Eros himself, when the temple offerings gteg coming he told his
stepfather not to bother making any more goldeovesr With no more love to create,
Eros went to parties. He dabbled in opiates antiypadgeveloped a taste for absinthe and
electric guitars. For a time he took sadistic pleasn picking up mortals, women as well
as men, whipping them into frenzies of sexual @gsind then dropping them cold. This
was his revenge on the world for forgetting hinr,tianing him into a fat, winged baby
they trotted out every February on some other mesdeast day.

Those days were over, though. Hazel had changegtbiey for him. He said so
to Uncle Poseidon at Juan’s Flying Burrito thedwling evening. They sat in a booth
close to the wall, right beneath a painting ofathy, flower-eyed skull.

Poseidon gulped ice water and wiped his lips witecahand. “And you've seen

the mortal she’s hot for?” he said.
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Eros nodded. A few of Poseidon’s punk rock anatdhisldies walked up and
clapped the sea god on the shoulder. When he amultik rock anarchists finished
exchanging pleasantries, Poseidon turned backas. Bdow does he take his coffee?”

“Chocolate mocha, extra syrup and whipped cream.”

Uncle Poseidon made a harrumphing noise. “Chocslatg in coffee,” he said.
“You might as well order apple juice. Pasghettinméatballs.” He laughed, scathingly,
and sawed at his steak fajitas.

Poseidon had done a lot of hanging out in mor&tlrgants and taverns and food
trucks and juice bars, and he had developed ortedappunctilious philosophy about
eating and drinking. For his own part Eros had pimions about these things, but he was
eager to latch on to any opinion that made thee®ketrding Mortal look bad.

His fajitas dispatched, Poseidon wiped his beatt wicloth napkin. “Well, it's a
bum deal,” he said. “No denying that. But listeagb-why get into a twist over one
scrawny little girl?” He leaned in confidentialfLast weekend, at One Eyed Jack’s, |
met a chick with a body you wouldn’t believe.”

Eros rubbed his brow impatiently. “You’re not listeg. There’s no one for me
but Hazel, no one.”

But he could tell from his uncle’s expression tRaseidon didn’t believe him.
“There’s lots of fish in the sea,” he said. “I skbknow.” He signaled the waitress for
the check.

Aunt Athena was more patient in listening but seBrenore helpful in advising.
He met her at the Riverwalk fountain. Together thpd at the fence and watched cargo

ships crawl up and down the Mississippi. Light wérEhe breeze came hot and soft
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over the dimpled water. Somewhere—several streey,aguessing by the sound—a
trumpet farted its way through “Hello, Dolly.”

Aunt Athena fixed a Galoise to her opera lengtltlbjade cigarette holder.
“Don’t get me wrong, kiddo, I'm not trying to demaje your specialty,” she said, and
then she stopped halfway to lighting the cigarétéell, to be honest, | suppose | am,”
she said, and lit the cigarette after all. “You godr mother know how to take someone
clear-eyed and capable and turn him into a wooegath mess.” She took a drag. Eros
traced the patterns in the tile with his foot. Atheontinued, “And woolgathering’s not
the worst of it, | mean, need | say ‘Trojan War—"

“You needn'’t,” said Eros.

A flock of college girls with bleached teeth and-ofrseason tans approached.
“Oh my God, are you the guy fro@reeking Ou?” the one in the front saireeking
Out—Zeus’ reality show, on which Eros had made sorhetant if lucrative guest
appearances. Eros answered the girls in the afiweyand the girls shrieked with joy.
He signed the slips of paper they thrust at himeips from souvenir shops and pages
ripped from notepads with beaded covers. Athenlkeddahe other way. She rolled the
sleeves of her blouse up past the elbow and blesksoward the river.

“All I meant,” said Athena, a little more gentlynce the girls were gone, “was
that maybe it's better to move on than to dwelbdove you can’t have.”

Should he say what he was thinking? That he coutdove on, even if he wanted
to? Eros looked deep into the orgy of brown, ripghvater beneath him and thought: |
will never be happy again. True, he hadn’t reattev happy in a long time anyway, but

at least before there had been the possibilitylteatvould snap out of his funk. When
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you're immortal a century or two of unhappiness saem like a mere phase. Plus he’'d
had those weak approximations of happiness toagdistim—sensory pleasure, witty
conversation, crowds and noise. Now, he knew, e it too deep for fake happiness
ever again to console him.

“Maybe if | could just make her think I'm speciaEtos said. “Maybe if the gods
were still a little relevant.”

Athena tapped her ash onto the sidewalk. “We’rg velevant,” she said. “We’re
always relevant. We're classic as well as classarad don’t you forget it.”

But Eros wasn’t listening. He was struck by a sugdeerwhelming disgust at
the skateboarding mortal’s unworthiness. He thoadlout that stupid swatch of hair
slicing across the teenager’s face, flat and thoh &ke the boy himself, always in the
way. Not like Eros’ hair, which was curly and thiags untamed as his love, tresses that
begged to be touched, so why wouldn’'t Hazel reatland touch them? How could she
prefer that unkempt urchin to him? Him? In the glofwthe fountain lights, Eros indulged
himself in a sweet and vicious fantasy. He would the skateboarder into some
horrifying animal, a tick, maybe, or an earwig, ahalzel would be so revolted she would
shift her affections from the skateboarder to Himgs. Eros and Hazel would marry, and
then they would honeymoon in the old haunts on M@Igmpus, and Hazel would be
granted entry into the Pantheon. Of course, hiderotvould raise a big stink and would
set a series of impossible tests for Hazel to phwrevorth, but Hazel would pass the
tests because he would help her cheat, and it wiukhlly be cheating anyway since

the tests weren't fair to begin with. They woultlls happy in the end. Well, perhaps not
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his mother, but what could he do about that? This dq@ad a long history of terrible
relationships with their in-laws, just look at Aubeémeter and Uncle Hades—

Eros lifted his head. Of course. Uncle Hades. Haldvkinow what to do.

When Eros arrived at City Park, he found his ustéading in the shadow of a
big oak tree by the lake. The god of Hell had lagayfixed on the other side of the water,
where two female figures walked arm-in-arm: Aunti@er, round-breasted, wearing
the kind of pompadour that was fashionable amondgahaomen a hundred years ago;
and Cousin Persephone, taller than her mothetphgryellow hair braided into a soft
and intricate knot at the nape of her neck. Hadsshed them, his expression—as
usual—intense and unreadable.

Hades said nothing as Eros approached. He didunotinhd look at Eros, or
unclasp his hands from behind his back, or indéesvany signs that he was aware of
his nephew’s presence at all. Eros wanted to biteaktrained silence, but he never quite
knew how to approach Uncle Hades. Things were avasykward between him and
those whom he had hit with his arrows. On the plds, things had worked out for Uncle
Hades, six months of the year notwithstanding stillf Eros was never altogether sure if
he had been forgiven. Hades was not, after atirgiviing god.

At long last, Hades spoke. “Nephew,” he said, dlize we’re both immortal and
in that sense we have all the time in the univdseesome of us do have underworlds to
attend to, so if you'd please state your business.”

Eros had just finished rehearsing a lead-up irhbed, but the words he’d

planned evaporated in his throat. He was paineceanmhrrassed to spit out his dilemma
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so blatantly, but in spite of himself he said, “limlove with a girl who doesn’t love me
back.” Immediately his face grew hot.

Uncle Hades never laughed, and he did not laugh hotsadistic merriment
glittered in the black depths of his eyes. “And ‘yeuurning to me for advice?” he said.
“Maybe next my brother Poseidon will ask me abbetfiner points of dog-paddling.”

“Please,” said Eros.

Hades sucked in his teeth. “Does smack of poesitge, doesn't it?”

So he was going to be vindictive. Well, Eros cauwdddly blame him. Eros
crushed the heels of his palms against his foretidadus,” he said.

“Oh, for gods’ sake, don't talk about him,” said ¢lenHades. “Backwoods
parochial upstart. Ruined us. That Paul of Targdtsy none of us turned him into a turtle
when we had the chance I'll never understand.”

Across the lake Persephone kicked off her burgunesdys and stepped barefoot
into the grass. She knelt at the water’s edge araked a purple lily, which she fastened
into her hair.

“Walk with me,” said Hades.

They walked down Esplanade Avenue to St. Louis Gemd&umber 3. The
cemetery was nearly two miles away, but they wesgand they made the distance
shorter. While they walked Eros told his uncle alddazel and the skateboarder. When
Eros explained that she worked at Brocato’s, URades said, “You mean that skinny
tinsel teeth with the braids and the glasses?”

Eros stared at him.
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“What?” said Hades. “The Lord of the Underworld’ismtitled to a lemon ice
now and again? She’s a bit young for you, mate.”

A streetcar rollicked down the line. Eros tilted biyes toward Hades. “I'm
practically primordial. Name a mortal on this plaméo isn’t young for me.”

By now they had reached St. Louis Number 3. Hadlewd and looked toward
the streetcar shrinking into the distance. He spolewillowy Southern accent: “And
then you transfer to one called Cemeteries, andffjat Elysian Fields. Well,” he said,
dropping the accent. “An Elysian Fields. Not thgdtdn Fields.” He pivoted toward the
cemetery and folded his arms. “These tombs,” saded. “So big, so hard to ignore. Do
you think the mortals look at these graves andsssgh? Or do they just see a postcard?”

Eros knew now that this meeting was a mistake. slhdel prolonged their
interview not to help him but to mock his predicaméie should have known. But
before he could make his excuses and vanish, Hastgsincharacteristically clapped an
arm around his shoulder and steered him into theeyard.

The sun blazed white on the splotched mausoleumaisEeos turned his back
against the glare. Directly ahead of him a scuptafra winged child knelt on the crown
of a tomb. The sculpture looked fairly similar keetway mortals so frequently and
erroneously depicted him, and this, combined wigliés’ contempt, gave him another
surge of fury like the one he’d experienced witihéta on the Riverwalk, only stronger.

‘I don’t understand it,” he burst out. “I'm the gad love. I'm beautiful, I'm
debonair. Nobody understands love better than wigyady. How can she ignore me?”

Hades allowed a smug grin to cross his stern featti¥ou surface dwellers.

Always in a twist because the mortals don’t fawnyon anymore. Well, guess what—
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they never fawned on me, but they're all just dgextt to me as they ever were. My
dominion hasn’t shrunk a bit. Sooner or later,udo everyone. Nobody’s bigger or
better than death.”

“Except for us,” said Eros. “The gods.”

Hades’ stare grew flinty and quiet. “Arguably,” s&d.

“In fact,” said Eros, suddenly taken with the idgagu could argue that Mother
and | have the upper hand in that respect, sinee the gods succumb to our power. Or
at least,” he quickly amended, “they used to.”

Here and there a car snarled up or down Esplanadeu®. Across the street an
old man with enormous headphones on his ears dapaof a trash can, drumming the
air in front of him and grinning wildly at the pasg traffic.

“Well, | can take the boy,” said Hades, “if thathat you want.”

Eros squirmed. Spoken so brazenly the proposaldszliorass, but he would be
lying if he said that he hadn’t hoped for just thadution.

Hades spoke again, “But we both know that won'veglour problems. Come on,
nephew,” he said in response to Eros’ stricken I6gku know how this works. A girl
doesn't like you. She likes someone else. You thkesomeone else out of the picture
and guess what? She still doesn’t like you. Sadrbet”

One of the mausoleums had a little stone shelhgithut at the bottom, and Eros
sat down on this shelf. “So there’s nothing | cari'd

Hades sat down beside him. “I didn’t say that,’shél, and then he reached into
his shirt pocket and withdrew a golden arrowheaigihiter than bright and sharper than

sharp.
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“You recognize this, | presume,” said Hades.

He did indeed. Eros took the arrowhead in his fiag@ne touch of the gold on
his skin and he was back in the Grecian sunshireegit clean and new, the grass of the
woodland hot on the soles of his feet. He couldhseeincle’s black-cloaked figure
hidden in the grove, feel the bowstring strain agiahis pull while his mother whispered
over his shoulder: Why should Hell alone hold agdiast us? Let our empire spread!

“Old ways are the best ways,” said Hades. “I'm dutten’t need to remind you
that | can personally attest the efficacy of thesapon.”

Eros felt a long-forgotten warmth spread throughgimews of his arm. Then a
flash of doubt drenched him. He couldn’t. Not anyendNot after two millennia, not in
this era of eHarmony and pheromones. He shookdad bnd pushed the arrowhead
back toward his uncle. “I can’t,” he said. “I havegven touched a bow since Greece.”

Hades clapped his hands on his thighs and stoaar't help those who won't
help themselves,” he said. “But I'll tell you wh#gteep the arrowhead. Maybe you'll
change your tiny little mind.” He started walkingeper into the cemetery. With the
gritty rumbling of heavy stone scraping againstyestone, one tomb’s frontispiece slid
slowly to the left, revealing a dark hallway fleckeith flickering green flame. Hades
ducked through the grave, and the stone slid skhind him.

Eros twirled the arrowhead around in his fingerw. &long time he felt a tense
gueasiness, but as he walked up Esplanade Aversenked at the center of the gut-

churn a very small pocket of light.

*kk
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He had thought that after all these years the bowladvfeel strange in his hands,
but now, walking down North Carrollton with his §jars flush against the grip and his
quiver thumping lightly against his back, he thouigé'd never been more natural. The
weight of his weapon filled him with such vigor thee realized for the first time how his
body had craved the touch of these tools, centitey eentury craved them. He moved
down the craggy sidewalk like a prow cutting thrbwgnooth water.

When he entered the shop and saw Hazel, he fedwibet, familiar melting of his
innards. At the same time he noted the contradtidver eyes when she saw him, that
look that said uh-oh, here comes trouble. “Canlp jeu,” she said, as if she doubted she
could and didn’t really want to try.

He had decided, days ago, that he would wait tadhesarrow. First he wanted to
see if she could love him without supernatural grongy.

“Hazel,” he said, thrusting his shoulders backvéltold you that | love you. | do
love you.”

“What's that?” said Hazel, pointing at his bow. S$ta& an orange butterfly
painted on her fingernail.

“It's nothing,” said Eros. “Listen, | don’t expegou to return my love right away,
but do you think you could at least try—give meharmce?”

Hazel shifted her weight to the other leg. “No,ésaid.

Eros had expected no less, but the reality of edfstdll cut him. His eyes and
nostrils stung. “Why not?” he said.

“You kind of, like, weird me out,” said Hazel. “Artgksides, there’s someone

else. | just don't have feelings for you.”
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Not only to be turned down, but to be turned dowthsuch horrific teenybopper
soap opera dialogue. Couldn’t she at least perzaniails dismissal?

“All right then,” said Eros, his breath sliding tkiy into his throat. “Well in that
case. Can | get one last cappuccino? As a goodbye?”

Hazel turned to make the coffee, and, while heklveas turned, Eros picked up
his bow and reached back into his quiver. His hganinded as he nocked the arrow and
took aim. The espresso machine whirred. Nineteemeis in front of his chin, Uncle
Hades’ arrowhead tapered into a needle-sharp géazel started to hum a wavering,
unidentifiable tune, and the beating of Eros’ héadame so palpable he thought he
could hear the blood squirting through his veins.

One moment the arrow was nocked against the bawgstind the next it had
plunged inches deep into Hazel's spine.

There was a wet crashing sound as the coffee nlugespd on the floor. A short,
sharp cry issued from Hazel's mouth. Eros frozebddty ever screamed when they'd
been hit by his arrows. Nobody ever stumbled bac#svand fell to the floor, nobody
ever reached behind for the shaft and brought fimgjers back redly soaked in blood.

So Hades had duped him.

“Oh no,” said Eros. He had gone numb. “Oh no. Oth.'gand then he
remembered that he was that god.

He threw his bow to the floor, leaped over the ¢ertop, and knelt beside her,
spilt coffee drenching his chino pants. Hazel wagping, although whether from pain or
fright or both, Eros couldn’t say. “Don’t worry,’ehsaid, though in a voice too urgent to

give much credence to his command. “It'll be okay.”
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Hazel looked at him, and on her face, mixed in i shock and the pain and
the horror, was a fiery, righteous hatred of hirhared that said, It will not be okay, a
hatred that asked with unadulterated bitternesss 8uos the part where | die and they
name a shrub after me?

Eros looked at the arrow sticking grotesquely oo the girl's back. He was a
god. He could fix her. All would be well. He strbed his hand over the wound and
summoned up all the power that was left to him.|Heathought. Heal.

Hazel started coughing blood.

“Heal,” Eros said out loud. He closed his eyes sigiit. From the furthest
corners of his mind he summoned memories: thedfdeis wings beating against the
faultless Athenian air, his altars awash in therer®f roasted goat’s flesh. “Heal,” he
said.

But she wasn’t healing. Eros felt his numbnesskpgimto hysteria. He heard
himself say the word “no” over and over again. Heahed Hazel's weakening form and
wept for a long time, long after the body quieted &ecame still, long after the blood

stopped gushing, until her skin was as grey askhes of Asphodel.
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CHAPTER IV

DANES IN PURGATORY

| saw the ghost of Hamlet last night. Yeah. Thatnitéd. It was just after midnight
and cold as a bitch outside, but | had insomniadratll really wanted a cigarette. |
pulled on a bathrobe and a pair of Reeboks andksthmen to the circle at the end of our
street for a quick smoke. Believe me, | would rdtleestayed inside—I hate the cold—
but I can’t smoke within a fifty-foot radius of obouse because my stepdad is a Nazi
about that sort of thing. | swear to God, he caelbthe least little bit of tobacco from a
distance of four feet and three days, and themit"®ylan, we have discussed this” and
other bullshit.

Anyway. There was fog everywhere outside, thick fig this little slice of
Halloween in the middle of January. | shivered ray aff next to the streetlamp, thinking
| should’ve at least pulled on a pair of socks befovent out into that Arctic chill, and
then | saw Hamlet’s ghost kind of glide toward rhlenew it was Hamlet because my
sister’s always reading that play, like always, #rid dude looked almost exactly like the

guy on the cover of her book: thin and pale andkyrike an anime character, with these
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big eyes and a sharp chin and black hairs splidtaceoss his forehead. And the get-up
he was wearing, long poofy sleeves, crazy-ass pagiiss He came just within the light
of the streetlamp, and then he stretched out histame. | could see dried blood
spattered across the lace cuffs of his shirt.

“Mark me,” said the ghost.

“Okay,” | said. You'd think I'd’ve felt afraid, faed with a ghost and all, but |
wasn’t. | mean, maybe a little bit, but, like, oyadrunk-man-following-me-up-the-street
afraid, not paranormal-activity afraid.

The ghost had this really rich voice that carriethaut being too loud, you know,
like a radio voice on one of the more boring staidMy hour is almost come,” he said,
“when | to sulphurous and tormenting flames mustiez up myself.”

He paused like it was my turn to talk. “Sorry, did. | wanted another puff on my
cigarette, but smoking while someone else talkediabeing rendered up to tormenting
flames seemed pretty insensitive, | thought. Smpded the butt and kicked it down the
sewer grate.

“If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart,” said Ham"in this harsh world draw
thy breath in pain, to tell my story.”

| didn’t know what to say to that. | mean, | stutlidamletin Mr. Kopeski’'s
English Il class last year—at least | studied tpar8Notes—but | wouldn’t say I've ever
held Hamlet or his play in my heart. Still. How gou tell a guy come from beyond the
grave, or the pages of Shakespeare or whatevéndhanly can you not tell his story,

you can hardly read his story?
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| could tell the ghost could tell | was hesitatibgcause he tilted his head and
looked at me kind of sharp. “This is |,” said thHeogt, like he thought he was clarifying
something. “Hamlet the Dane.”

“Right,” | said.

We just looked at each other. Me in my navy bluatadoe and him in his poofy
pants.

Finally I said, “Sorry, man. I'd like to help yowt but | don’t speak
Shakespeare.”

Hamlet scrunched his mouth up in a kind of fadmlig. “’Tis no great matter,”
he said.

“And besides, the play already tells your storygointed out.

The ghost snorted in an “oh please” sort of wayfé'®Rith ambiguities,” he said.

A black cat curled around a fire hydrant and theangpered off into the night.
My breath turned to smoke in the air. Hamlet's didmoticed.

“Right then,” said the ghost. “Farewell. Remembex'And he started to glide
away.

| did not like the sound of that, so | followed him for & BI'm serious, man,” |
said. “l don’t want to tell your story.”

The ghost didn’t say anything, but he turned hisdhjgist a bit and gave me this
off-kilter grin, like he didn’t see what differencey feelings made and | was funny to
bring them up. Then he moved off into the fog uhtibuldn’t see him anymore.

So I walked back home, cold air licking at my s&lhthe way. | wanted to forget

the whole incident, but I've seen enough horror @®vo know that ignoring the ghost
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never helps. At first | was kind of pissed off, ke more | think about telling Hamlet’s

story the cooler | am with the job. | don’t mindieg a guy out.

When | asked my little sister Trish for her copyHaEimlet she looked at me like |
had asked to borrow her toothbrush. “What do yadnefor?” she said.

That killed me. “I'm painting a still life,” | said‘What do you think | need it for?
| want to read it.”

Trish sat on the plush carpet next to her deskgduretd her old concert tickets to a
plain wooden box. She’s an artsy craftsy type. “¥an read?” said Trish.

“Hey, hey,” | said. “Nobody likes a smartass.”

“Nobody likes a dumbass,” she said, real quick.

Trish is a year younger than me and a natural blbuatthe placement test put her
in my junior-level English class and she’s dyed e this awful super-fake black color.
Also she’s started to wear clothes with chainshamt. You can tell she thinks wearing
chains makes her a badass, but | think the gottur@smakes her a more obvious dork.
Her bedroom’s still bubble gum pink, you should gee

“Seriously, Dylan,” she said. She swiped her ghieksacross a Panic! at the
Disco stub. “Whence comes this sudden and inexgkaarge to read Shakespeare?”

| leaned my back against her Pepto pink wall amdtsikbed my shoulder blades
against the paint bumps. “Last night the ghost aftet came to me and asked me to tell
his story,” | said.

Trish snorted. “Cute,” she said, but she gave nmdbek anyway.
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If it wasn’t Trish giving me flack, it was my friels at school. Our group is
mostly guys on the track team, mainly me and LaNeed and the two Michaels,
Michael Ross and Michael Stevens. At lunch if theather is good—and it usually is,
it's only cold at night here — we sit on the bregag between the main building and the
gymnatorium, right next to the senior parking Intdaliagonal from our crappy asphalt
tennis court. Every now and then across our cartimse long, concrete benches pop out
of the ground, slick with heavy layers of mouseygpaint. Right in the middle of the
breezeway two of these benches face each othethatislwhere us track guys take our
blue plastic lunch trays every day at 11:50. | dedil wasn’t telling the guys about
reading Hamlet, and forget about mentioning thesghmut when | went back to the caf
to buy an ice cream cone Michael Ross went digginmgy backpack for a joke and he
found the script. “Shakespeare?” he said, all séajptWe're in the same English class,
so he knew | wasn't reading the play for homewb®Ykau're carrying around a
Shakespeare play in your backpack?”

“Yeah. So0?” | said. | tried to say it kind of toydbut it's hard to sound tough with
an off-brand sundae cone melting over your fist.

Michael Stevens grabbed the play and read for. &eitstarted laughing and
pointing at the first page. “Look at this. ‘HollBernardo! Say whaaat?™” He said it really
ghetto. Then he and the other Michael started mgithe lines for that's-what-she-said
jokes. Normally | would laugh, but | wasn't reallythe mood today. | don’t know why.
Maybe | take this whole mission or whatever momgsisly than | thought. Lance didn’t
seem to think the sex jokes were that funny eithied, Lance has this way of making you

care what he thinks of you, so the two Michaelsaanof steam pretty fast.
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If you can get past the thee’s and the thou’s hedithat-ho-sweet-lord’s, all of
that crap, it's actually not a bad book. | said seel, not in those exact words—but |
said so to Hamlet when we met again at the stagep last night. He didn’t say much
back. Which | thought was pretty weird, becausadwer seems that quiet in the play.
Maybe dying makes you less talkative.

Anyway, | was telling Hamlet what | thought Hamlet The two of us sat on a
neighbor’s garden wall, and the cold seeped uprreédhrough the bricks. Even so, | felt
pretty good—I mean, I'd just reddamletand more or less understood it, and that’s an
accomplishment. Plus | liked the play better thisetaround than when we read it with
Mr. Kopeski.

The whole time | was talking to him, Hamlet had flaise turned toward me,
looking at me with these graveyard eyes.

“What?” | said.

Hamlet drew his shoulders back and stood. “Thigatisn is but to whet thy
almost blunted purpose,” he said.

| was like, for real? “Oh, come on,” | said. “Yoawe me this mission only, what,
six days ago? And I've already finished readingwimele 782-page novel. You should
be more than happy.”

Man, that guy can lay a guilt trip on you withowea opening his mouth. “It's
not a novel,” he said. “It's a play. Now report guse aright.” And then he started

gliding away again, into the shadows.

61



Seriously, does he think that | drag myself outngfwarm bed every midnight
and trudge on over to that cold-ass cul-de-sacuseckenjoy feeling my lips chap until
they bleed? “Look, man,” | said, “I don’t know whatu want me to do. Everybody
already knows this story. Sooner or later mostére force-fed this play.”

And then he said it again, emphasis on the lastiw&eport my causaright.”
And poof, off he went.

Mr. Kopeski talked about Hamlet like he shat gdldt I'm starting to think he’s

an asshole.

So I'm reading this goddamn play—again—and | hatadmit it, but I'm starting
to realize why Hamlet keeps harping on me to bedigtory right. | know Shakespeare’s
supposed to be this big genius, but | don’t knoatsLof this book looks pretty sloppy to
me. Like | was talking to Trish yesterday about €Eh She was all like, Hamlet doesn’t
love Ophelia, and | was all like, yes he does.

“Well he doesn't act like it,” she said. She sattloa floor with her legs stretched
out in front of her and turned a page of her bdolsh reads while she talks to you
sometimes. It's super annoying.

| crashed chest-down onto her bed and looked dtdvracross the foot-end of
her butterfly comforter. “He says he loves hersald. “He jumps into her grave.”

“That’s just because he’s having some ridiculoustoegrief contest with
Laertes,” she said. The book she was reading wa®biinose decorative books with a
green leather cover and a built-in ribbon booknear#t gilt pages. | mean, seriously,

nobody reads those. “Ophelia is an afterthoughkitan scene.”
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“Oh, come on.”

“They have one scene together, and Hamlet spefiteraily and figuratively
jerking her around,” she said.

“That’s just because he knows the evil king anddldedude are hiding behind
the door.”

“Right. Because under those conditions abuse feqéy acceptable.”

It was so weird to hear her say this stuff. TrselsHamlet She can recite “To
be or not to be” and all of Ophelia’s lines frommmy. | think she sleeps with the script
under her pillow. Between you and me, no mattertwhd she talks about Hamlet, |
think if she came to the streetlamp with me and mmatshe’d have a total meltdown,
like the way a normal fifteen-year-old girl wouleact to meeting Robert Pattinson. So |
wanted to argue with her, but | didn’t know whasty. | mean, really, Trish is better at
this stuff than me, so she’s probably right. But. $Even though he’s been driving me
crazy lately, I still think Hamlet is an okay guywouldn’t be helping him otherwise. So |
tried to think of an excuse for him.

“Well, maybe he really is nuts,” | said.

Trish licked her forefinger and turned another pdBen’t even talk to me if
you’re going to cop out,” she said.

So | said I'd think about it. And | did. And you &w, | think Trish is right. But
then sometimes | think she’s not right. |1 don’t tnd thought | had everything figured
out, but now I think I may have to actually read thlay three times before | understand

it.
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Jesus. Today | walked into the locker room aftackrpractice and Hamlet was
there. Scared the shit out of me.

“Fuck,” | said when | closed my locker and turnedhe left and saw him,
lurking. “Holy shit, man.”

| guess | thought the streetlight at midnight was anly place he’'d appear.
Actually, now that | know he goes other places, kKimd of pissed off that he’s been
making me drag myself over there.

Hamlet didn’t even blink. “This visitation is bud tvhet—"

“Don’t even, okay?” | said. “Coach is pissed at e it's your damn fault, so
get off my case.”

That's true. | was shit at practice today becausad up all night watching the
Hamletmovie with the bad guy froild Wild Westind the chick fronTitanic. That’s
why | was alone in the locker room. Usually wevediit for each other and leave
together, but | guess the guys knew | wanted taltwee after Coach bawled me out.

Just then I noticed something, and it's weird th@itin’t notice this earlier
because it’s kind of a big thing. Hamlet didn’t koihe same. He was still tall and still
thin, almost the same height and width as the miistalored lockers all around us, but
his face was different, sort of older and lessygihd his hair was short and blond with a
clean part on the left side. Honestly, I'm surpdi$eecognized him at all.

“Didn’t you used to have black hair?” | said.

He ignored me. | know—shocker. “I say, old chag"daid. “You don’t mind if |

speak plainly, do you?”
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That killed me. “I've been waiting for you to spegliainly since | met you,” |
said.

“Now don't take this personally, dear fellow, butwre going about this business
all wrong,” said Hamlet. He sounded British. | dothiink he sounded British before.
“Plot analysis is all well and good, but surfaasatment will only get you so far. You
simply must look more closely, really dig in, havgo at the dialogue line by line, what
what?”

| closed my eyes and leaned my forehead againgkad door. The metal felt
cool and smooth against my skin, which was niceabse | felt a monster headache
coming on. “You're driving me nuts, man,” | said.

“Poppycock,” he said. “Everything you need is rigfigre in the verse. Try
beating it out. Dee-dum dee-dum dee-dum dee-dunddee jolly good stuff, en?”

| could feel my chest getting hot, which is whappens when I'm angry. If he
really expects me to sit there and beat out allities of that play...thdbur. Hour.

Long. Play. “Look, can’t you just tell me what you want met&dl people?” | said. “Why
do | have to figure the whole thing out on my ownen you could just—"

But then | stopped because when | picked my heaaffithe locker and turned to
look at him, he wasn’t there anymore. | turned athu walked up and down the aisles,
but there was only me and a bunch of empty mustalaked lockers and the leftover
smell of Michael Ross’s Axe aerosol hanging indire

When the gym’s dark and empty, your footsteps eehtly loud on your way
across the basketball court and out the front ddaept expecting Hamlet to pop out at

me again from the shadows of the bleachers. Treeplas so spooky, seeing a ghost
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then would have made sense. But then Hamlet n@e= thake any sense. | don'’t get it.
In the play Hamlet’'s dad is direct enough abouttwigawants.

But then | guess Hamlet does spend like half g tirying to figure out if the
ghost is real or not, so maybe he’s not that direct

Okay, I think | need to go to sleep now, becausdedby my fay, | cannot
reason.

Did | just say that?

What | want to know is does Gertrude think that Hsis crazy after three-four. |
mean, in that scene she says she thinks he’s @adythen he tells her no, he’s not crazy,
it's an act, and then later on she says shelsiilks he’s crazy, but does she actually
think he’s crazy or is she, like, covering for hinmean what with Polonius being dead
and Hamlet trying to assassinate Claudius and all?

| was saying all of this over cheese fries at luant then all of the sudden Lance
Ward busts out with, “Okay, Dylan, jeeze, enougthwiie Hamlet crap.”

Things got kind of quiet. The two Michaels made awkd little half-joking “uh-
oh” noises, to break the tension. Somebody triatd&e a joke and change the subject,
but the damage was done. Maybe | shouldn’t haviedlete’s disapproval bother me, but
what do you want me to say? It did bother me. §abbed my stuff and dumped my
second cheeseburger half-eaten into the trash alkevaway fast, back up the
breezeway through a gaggle of shrieky freshmas.diskas so mad | was barely even
surprised when Hamlet started walking next to nefdotsteps slapping the sidewalk in

time with mine.
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“You can’'t expect them to understand, of course,’shid. He still sounded
British, but not in the same way. “These dread camas from beyond the grave are
caviar to the general.”

“Watch your step, man,” | said. “You're talking shbout my friends.” By this
time we were up the steps into the main building past the lobby with the vending
machines. My sister and the other nerdy sophoneatekinch in that lobby, so | moved
fast, not wanting to talk to anybody. Then we rceshthe corner and walked by the caf.
Through the open doors you could hear six hundoéckg bouncing off the cracked tile
floor and smoky windows, the occasional clink amamp of people scraping their
leftover canned green beans into the trash cads, wished that | was in there,
roughhousing with friends and bitching about prie-@ad not being followed by a
shape-shifting fictional ghost. | kept my pace Iseqlick, but Hamlet kept up with me. |
didn’t really know where | was going. | just neededyet up and move.

“Are those waterflies your friends?” he said. “Whhey fret you and would
sound you from your lowest note to the top of yooimpass, like a pipe for fortune’s
finger to sound what stop she please?”

Now we were behind the caf, in this little gravease just between the
secretaries’ offices and the parking lot whererttik truck comes. | turned and faced
him. “You see, this is why they’'re mad at me,” icls&Because I'm starting to sound like
you. Sometimes | think I'm starting to think likey. And I’'m sorry, man, I'm sorry, but
it gets old. It gets boring.”

For a second | thought I'd stunned Hamlet speeshlds just looked at me, his

mouth a little open but not saying anything, aisthited to feel sorry for hurting his
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feelings. Then he blinked really fast and waggedhieiad in big overexaggerated circles.
“Well, excuseme,” said Hamlet. “Maybe you can help me with fisblem. | mean,

I've only been a topic of riveting intellectual disssion among actors directors
filmmakers writers readers composers philosopheratergoers artists psychologists
academics and students for four hundred yearss®Ilgaze me the benefit of your
copious expertise on the art of beinteresting”

| walked over to one of those mouse-gray benchdskmk down, really tired all
of a sudden. “It's nothing personal,” | said. “Ifisst—I don’t know.” But | did know. |
just didn’t want to say. | don’t think I'm the sarmperson as | was before | started this
whole thing, and that really freaks me out. “Mayiskould just, | don’t know, stay by
myself for a little while.”

Hamlet rubbed his beard. (When did he get a beawl@)l, maybe it is better if
you do keep your distance,” he said. He took a bpahe on the bench and hooked his
right boot over his left knee. “Just until the nnassis over. Shouldn’t be long now. |
think you're right on the cusp of an enormous btieadugh. | saw what you were doing
the other day with animal imagery, some very irg@ng connections you were drawing,
very interesting indeed.”

So there you have it. I'll just have to plug awayryself for a while. Now I'm
even more motivated to get this thing done fasttelloyou the truth, I'm relieved. Don’t

tell Hamlet | said this, but I'm starting to kind Ike this mission.

| quit the track team. There’s just no time to ggtactice on top of my Mission.

I’'m cool with dropping out, | mean, something hadyb, but Coach was kind of mad
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slash disappointed and the guys are all prettyediss me. The two Michaels came to see
me while | was in the library today. Both of thewdtheir jaws clenched and their faces
all hard and tense.

“So this is what you've decided to do?” said MidhRess. “Hole up in the library
every lunch period with that fucking play?”

| kept my script open and my finger on the line vehkd left off. “What of it?” |
said.

Michael Stevens leaned against the reading taldldaded his arms so his biceps
popped out. He'’s so freaking vain. “You know, wedrdt been killing ourselves on that
track course all year just so that you could galfway through the season,” he said.

The whole setup was really awkward. “I need tolgetk to work,” | said. |
started to pull the book closer to me as a waybflg saying “conversation’s over,” but
Michael Ross tried to grab the book from me. Dilokasn’t gonna let him have my
script without a fight, so we had this, like, séeifbcross the table. The tug-of-war pulled
me up out of my chair, which fell and banged rekilyd against the table behind me, and
one of the pages in Act Il got ripped. Everybodyha library looked up at us. Curse
words may have been spoken.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” That was Mrs. Weilbaecher, lthearian. “Nuh-uh, fellas.
Break it up now or your name is Mud.”

Thank God. | grabbed my book back. The Michaeltepuheir black JanSports

onto their shoulders and shuffled out of the liprahooting me dirty looks all the way.
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When Lance Ward stopped me in the hallway aftefitta bell, | figured he
wanted to pick a fight with me, too, and normalty $ay bring it, but today | was not in
the mood. | tried to slip past him, but that's msetask—he’s a big dude.

“Yeah, | get it,” | said. “You're pissed at me fquitting. | know.”

Lance jerked his neck back in a “psh” kind of wdjude, | don’t care,” he said.
“I mean, | care, but, you know, it's your life, ehat you want. | just had to ask.”

| waited him for him to say what he had to ask.

He tilted his head toward me. “You’'d tell me if sething was wrong, right?” he
said. That surprised me so much | didn’t say amgthso he kept going. “It's just—
you're different than you used to be. It's not eadout track, it's. | don’t know, like.”
He looked me up and down. “I don’t know.”

| gave him this look like he was crazy, which watally uncool of me because |
knew exactly what he was talking about.

“Everything’s fine,” | said. “Anything else?”

| could sort of tell he knew | was holding back. kel this knowing glint in the
back of his eyes. “Nah, man,” he said. “I mean, wawld know better than | would.”

Neither one of us had anything else to say, s@t keoving down the hallway.

My stomach churned like crazy.

Okay. Things are weird now. (Not that they wereveird before, but.) Hamlet
had his back leaned up against my window sill. Tinie his hair was curly and fox-
colored and glowed in the light from my floor lamstraddled my footlocker and rubbed

my eyes while we talked abolgi talilonis You know how it is when you’re energized
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and exhausted at the same time? That's how [Tkls was the third straight night |
stayed up to read and talk to Hamlet when | shbake gone to sleep. The only reason |
hadn’t keeled over was | was hopped up on Pixy &tk 5-Hour Energy.

Somebody knocked, and without waiting for an ansivesh barged in. “Dylan?”
she said.

| nearly fell off the footlocker. Hamlet jumped ls feet. | don’t know why he
didn’t disappear—I| mean, he’s good at that, rightie#+4 guess he didn’'t have enough
time.

Trish looked around the room. “Who are you talkio@” she said.

| looked at Hamlet, and Hamlet looked at me. Therbath looked at Trish. The
ghost walked up to her and waved his hand in fobier face, but she didn’t react. That
was a relief.

“Nobody,” | said. | shot a questioning look at Hatplbut he shook his head at me
like he didn’t know why Trish couldn’t see him, lest.

For a second Trish eyed me through her hipstemgrglasses. Then she slid into
the room and closed the door behind her. She atdssearms in front of her chest. “Is
he in the room?” she said.

| felt as if a small furry animal was clawing up mindpipe in a panic. “Who?” |
said, trying to sound puzzled.

“Don’t play dumb,” said Trish. “The ghost of Hamléd he here?”

| forced a laugh. “For real? That was a joke.”Kddaughed again, which | now

realize was overdoing it. Damn, my fake laugh scuiaéte.
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Trish shook her head like “nice try pal.” “You doinave the willpower or the
attention span to keep up with a joke for this loBg is the ghost here or isn't he?”

At this point the furry animal slid back down myopbagus and started to burrow
into my aorta. My mouth twisted into different sleapwhile | tried like crazy to decide
what to say. All | could come up with was: “Maybe?”

Trish gave me her deadpan glare of death for keseconds, then sighed and
sort of seemed to give up. “Okay, | don’t careafshhere or not. This has to stop,
Dylan.”

“Who is this starveling?” said Hamlet.

“You're not yourself,” Trish was saying (they wegert of talking over each
other). “Look at you. Look at the circles under yeyes. You're not taking care of
yourself, and you’re not staying in touch with ydaends. Keep this up and you'll wind
up dead or crazy or both. Frankly I think that's.etky what whoever you're seeing and
talking to wants.”

“Calumny!” Hamlet practically screeched. “I'll makeghost of thee, thou
irksome stock-fish!”

“Shut up,” | said to Hamlet. “Not you,” | said tai$h, because her eyes had sort
of flared up like they do when she’s pissed. Myrhpaunded so hard | could feel the
tics in my ears. “I don't understand. Why wouldrieée Hamlet want to drive me crazy?”
| said.

“Well, maybe he’s not the real Prince Hamlet,” séigh. “Maybe he’s an
imposter and he’s gaslighting you. Ever think ait#

“Scullion!” said Hamlet. “Strumpet! Rump-fed ronyd
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| gestured to the ghost to pipe down, but he geptg. | tried my best to tune him
out. My insides felt like T.V. static—you know, $tya “If he isn’t Hamlet, who is he?” |
said.

Trish looked like she had been waiting to say fihisa while. “A goblin damn’d
abusing you to damn you and draw you into madness.”

“Disgracious hell-kite!” said Hamlet. “Jackanap&d, my sword!”

“I don’t know why he’s targeting you, specificallylrish went on. “Maybe this
particular demon is potent with such spirits. Byiathl mean he has a powerful effect on
people with your—"

“I know what that means,” | said, annoyed.

Hamlet cupped his hands to his mouth and yellelrish’s direction, “I wonder
that you will still be talking, nobody marks you.”

And then they both started talking at once, andalcket slammed against my
temples like a hammer hitting an anvil. | pressgdnands against my ears. | was mad
and sad and scared and confused all at the saragliuhmostly | was just dead-tired.
“Shut up,” | said. “Both of you, please.”

For a couple of seconds they shut up. | squeezeeyelds shut like | was trying
to get juice out of them. Seriously, all | wantedsno go to bed. “I need to be alone,” |
said. “Please leave. Both of you, get out.”

They hesitated, but finally, thank you baby Jetusy left. | switched off all the
lights and dove into bed, but | couldn’t sleep. Tooch sugar and caffeine in my system.
| felt sick to my stomach, and not just becausihépast week I've drunk so much Red

Bull I can smell the stuff in my sweat. | couldstand the thought that maybe Trish is
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right. Who have | been talking to all this time? Y\Woes he look and sound different
every time | see him? Maybe I'm a sucker. Maybe busted my ass over this play for

three months and the whole time I've secretly haenScooby Do@artoon.

The first thing | did when | woke up around nooeg tiext day, before | got out of
bed even, was | picked up my copyHdmletfrom off the floor and | slung it across the
room hard as | could. The paperback slapped agiaiediack wall of my closet and slid
down behind a pile of old shoeboxes. | didn’'t saccmas look at that script for a week.
By Saturday | felt better, healthier, less jittdoyt at the same time | felt worse. | felt like
there was a bowling ball sloshing around in my slitye juices.

Lately, after school, when my homework’s more aslénished, | go for really
long walks: down the block and across the canaledferson Street, then up to the rusty
old playground my real dad used to take us to wiiresh and me were little, with the
wooden seesaw and the metal slide that burnedskain the summertime. Also the
juniper tree. When Trish and me were kids, we ueeambllect the round blue seeds and
throw them at each other. The seesaw’s gone, bytithper tree’s still there.

If I walk to the playground and see kids arounieéave— | don’t want anybody to
think I'm a bully or a perv—but if the place is etyp slam into a black rubber swing
and kick my feet against the scoop of powderylurieath me until | feel like it's time to
go home again. While I'm at the playground | dahink about anything. It's nice, not
thinking about anything for a while.

Yesterday | walked over to the playground, as isn@y usual, and when |

rounded the corner there he was. First time I'end@m since the night Trish barged
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into my room. The ghost sat at the stone picnitetabhderneath the juniper tree. He
looked like he did on the day I first met him—Marnmgaets Ren Faire. | guess | could
have just walked away, but what was | gonna do$ &tey from the playground
forever, just because his royal emo-ness showedNopthy style. | walked up to him.

“So,” | said. | nodded toward his hair. “Back irabk, | see.”

Hamlet sad-smiled in that way he has. “It's my lmdor.” He gestured to the
empty bench across from him, inviting me to taleeat.

“I'm sorry | called your sister all those namesg’ $aid as | took my place across
from him. “She’s wrong, but she means well.”

“Go tell her, then,” | said. | was in the mood t® arsh, and my tone showed so.
Hamlet stopped talking. The sky was gray and globotyrainless, which isn’t normal
for our area. The crappy weather pissed me off evare. What are you waiting for,
clouds? If you’re going to be gray then just rdmeady, will you?

Hamlet watched me fiddle with a juniper seed ontéiide. “You don’t trust me
anymore,” he said. “Well, | suppose a little skeistin is a healthy thing, given the
circumstances. I'd be skeptical if | were you.”

| launched the seed into the gravel with a flickrof index finger. “Don’t say
what you’d be or do or feel if you were me,” | sdidou don’t know what I'm going
through, so don't act like you do.”

Hamlet gave me one of his looks. “Oh, don’t I?"da&d. He leaned across the
table and looked me straight in the eye. | donitklanybody’s ever looked at me that

intently before, this fierce, steady look that stqysst short of being aggressive, like a
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Rottweiler you think is going to jump and bark atybut then doesn’t. When he started
to speak he spoke quiet and fast, but | heard everg.

This is what Hamlet said: “A cataclysmic event frastured your world, the kind
of event that splits your life into two pieces: Bed, and After. Nobody understands you.
Everyone wants you to be what they want you tolbey want you to shut up and get
with the program. But you can’t, because everytlsichganged; you've changed. You
think you can trust two or four people, tops, boti oon find out that you can't.
Everyone else carries on, business as usual, b@t You have to carry around this
burden everywhere you go, this great big bundidisfontent that nobody wants to hear
about even though you think your spine will snagermthe weight. And break your
heart, for you must hold your tongue.”

He held my gaze for one more second, then settleld in his seat. | hadn’t
realized how tightly knit the muscles in my chestl tlbecome until that moment, when
they started to loosen.

“God, you're a ham,” | said.

“I've been called worse,” said Hamlet.

Dark spots spattered across the picnic table asathdinally began. | felt little
pinpricks of wet on my face.

“Okay,” | said. “You can come back. We can startkvagain. But no more
popping out at me when I'm at school and no more BRdl.”

Hamlet nodded.

| walked home in the rain. Something seemed strangd couldn’t figure out

what, but then | realized: | was happier than &l in weeks.
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Hamlet and me were going through the play, circaiighe references to gender
roles, when there was this knock at the door.

“Yeah?” | said, but nobody answered. So | stoodug went to see who it was.
The minute | opened the door, Michael Ross and dtBtevens busted into the room
and knocked me against the back wall before | helthace to react.

“What the hell?” | said. Trish and Lance stream®&d the room behind the
Michaels. My sister locked the door. Lance caradag cardboard box full of something
that sounded heavy and metallic. | tried to kndekMichaels out of the way, but |
couldn’t. Bastards. If they’d come at me one-at@etl could have taken them easy, but
two on one? With the element of surprise in thauofr? Wasn’t gonna happen.

“I'm sorry, Dyl,” said Trish, “but you'll thank uater.” She kneeled down and
shoved aside my schoolbag and sneakers to makarmsgace on the floor. Lance set the
box down next to her.

“Thank you for what?” | said.

Trish pulled two bigass brass candlesticks ouhefliox. “We’re having an
exorcism.”

If I hadn’t been busy dealing with Frick and Fratlould have laughed. Hamlet
evidently didn’t think the idea was funny, thougte gaped at me, clearly horrified.
“Stop them!” he said.

“You stop them,” | said, straining against the Maels’ grip. “Do some sort of

ghosty thing.”
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“Like what, exactly?” said Hamlet. He was backhe brown beard today. “I'm
sorry to disappoint you, but I'm afraid the dead'tdo much beyond grand entrances,
sudden exits, and the occasional guilt-inducingtsmte.”

At this point I looked down and noticed that MichRess had a strand of white,
papery bulbs strung around his neck. “Are youaesly wearing garlic?” | said. “He’s a
ghost, not a freaking vampire.”

In the meantime Trish pulled a book and a call betlof the box and set them in
between the candlesticks. Also she had our grarslold’digital watch, the one with the
rooster sound effect button. Hamlet tried to pipktlue book, but his fingers slid through
the binding like a hologram. He couldn’t touch dngt. He tried to get the Michaels off
of me, but no dice there, either. “Unbelievableg”daid. Seriously, he looked more
miserable than I've ever seen him, and that's spsifot.

“Guys, cut it out, you're upsetting him,” | said.

“Don’t worry,” said Lance. “If he’s not a goblin dan’d or whatever, he should
be fine, right?”

“I'm in purgatory, you whoreson clodhopper,” Haméetid to Lance (who, of
course, couldn’t see or hear him). “I'm a goblimse&lamn’d, and I'm going to go on
being semi-damn’d if you don’t cease and desist.”

Even so, it was hard for me to get worried. Thisrebssm looked cobbled together
from half-remembered episodesSsdbrina the Teenage Witdhcould probably find a
twelve-year-old on YouTube with a better idea ofvito do an exorcism. | mean, shit,

they were using scented candles, the whole plaedleilike a cinnamon roll.
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Trish started reading aloud from whatever that b@ak. She mumbled, so |
couldn’t really tell what she said, but the wordsiisded like Latin. | told Trish she was
an idiot to take Latin as her elective, that shedder find a use for a dead language.
Guess she showed me.

Weird thing was, the longer Trish read the morevoes | got. “Damn it, guys,” |
said. “Knock it off.” They didn’t listen. Hamlet dea hand clasped over his eyes, like he
just couldn’t face defeat. Trish stopped readiffgltimy stomach drop, and suddenly |
knew what was going to happen.

“Don’t!” | said

But it was too late. Trish closed the book, snuffetithe candle, and rang the call
bell. Then she pressed the button on the digitéthvaCock-a-doodle-doo.

“Oh, fie,” Hamlet said, and then he kind of, lilkexploded. Like these red sparks
started shooting out of his body and then theretivadoud noise, like thunder times ten,

and he was gone.

You can’t mourn for somebody who was already deadnwou met him, right?
Still. That’s what | feel like I've been doing treepast few days. If the ghost was a fake,
then, well, that blows. And if he wasn’t, then teaven worse. | mean, | still think
Hamlet was kind of a douchebag sometimes, but lsegn@ving on me, you know? And
even when he annoyed the hell out of me, he wasrtlyeperson | could talk to about the
Mission. Like, without the ghost, there is no Mdssi | don’t know what to do with my
time. Sometimes | think | should have a séancesaerdf | can get him to come back, but

even to me that idea sounds stupid.
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| still walk down to the playground after schooksterday | sat in one of the
swings for a good while, and then | looked up aaad somebody with black clothes and
black hair walking toward me across the soccedfigbr, like, a nanosecond | thought,
oh my God, he’s back, but then | realized: not HamIrish.

She hoisted herself up into the swing next to miHew’s it going?” she said.

Jeeze. | never thought that question would sourabstlicated to me. | blew air
through my lips like a horse. “Okay, let's put asitie issue of whether the ghost was
real or not,” | said. “Either way | don’t have myidgion anymore. I've let Hamlet down.
And that sucks.”

While I tried to find the way out of Bum City, Thgpaddled her feet against the
dirt in a circle so that the chains of her swingsted around each other above her head.
“Not necessarily,” she said. When she lifted het,fehe swing spun her around as the
chains untangled themselves. | waited until shedged spinning to ask my question.

“Come again?” | said.

Trish gave me her “you know better” look. One dhg’s gonna strike terror into
the hearts of noisy library patrons with that look.

“Do you think the world would still be talking abbdamlet if we knew what the
hell was going on with him?” she said. “He’s int&rnegbecauséhe doesn’t make any
sense. The best way to make sure we keep tellingiéda story is to keep his story as
confusing as possible.” She started twisting hengwhains again. “If that was the real
Prince of Denmark haunting you, then we’ve done aifavor sending him back to
purgatory. He was on the verge of self-destrucaiod didn’t know it.”

“But | was so close to figuring out how to tell thry right,” | said.
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“You can tell the story right,” said Trish, stilvisting, “or you can tell the story
forever.”

Don't tell her | said this, but she kind of blew mmynd right there. For a second
we were silent—no noise but the scratch of Trishgh-tops on the dirt and the whistle
of an unseen bird from the branches of the junige—while | looked up at the sky and
tried to pick my way through her argument.

“So you're saying that we should keep trying taifig out the play even when we
know we can’t? For, like, forever?” Something iresimf me seized up in resistance.
“What is the point of that?”

Trish lifted her feet, and her ponytail flew up behher head as the swing spun
around and around. “It's fun,” she said.

So that’s the story of me and Hamlet, | guess.his&sys she has an essay on
depictions of Ophelia that she wants me to read. Nllssion continues, sort of.
Sometimes | sense myself really wanting to zeroninhe story, thinking I’'m seconds
away from the big secret that will make everythotear, but when | start to feel that way
| go outside for a walk. I've already been thenadel and let me tell you, that way

madness lies.
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CHAPTER V

ASSASSIN

Well, what could you say about a thing like the dtawn shootings? The man
was a maniac, people said. Such unexplained vieleras devastating, people said. It
made you wonder, people said, though they didiytdaat, exactly, they wondered. You
expected such lunacy—well, you never expected kudcy, but if you were to expect
such lunacy you expected it in the city, in HoustoDallas, not here in Gleason.

But of course, people were quick to remind thenelGleason had changed.
Once a clearly separated suburb at the city’s atssksleason now boasted a bustling
downtown area, a strip of restaurants both locdl@drain, and the crime that came with
growth. Wait, though, people said; the downtownasimgs were no ordinary crime. The
shooter—the alleged shooter, as the newscastessadesty referred to Hank Owen
Darrow— had walked into the middle of the downtoavaa, taken out a Dan Wesson
Razorback from his coat, and started firing in gw#rection. After a minute or so
someone tackled him and wrested the gun from s Deprived of his weapon, the
shooter sat, quiet and cross-legged, in the mioldiiee street and waited with lamb-like
calm for the police to arrive. No one could chatkthat sort of unmotivated violence to
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urban sprawl. Something was obviously wrong witlirDa’s head. Well, in any case,
people concluded, this was no doubt a sad tim&leason. A sad, sad time indeed.

Such were the kinds of comments people made dbewhootings. Up until the
reporters started calling the house, Andrea sa&dhtoo, feeling no different from
anyone else. How awful, she thought; two peopleldadalf-dozen wounded, not so
much as a whiff of a satisfying explanation. Somes customers at the gas station
where she worked would place a Dr. Pepper or aobagrk rinds on the counter and
mention something about the shootings to her asastgethe items up: You hear one of
the guys got killed had a pregnant wife? Kid gograv up without a father ‘cause a that
trigger-happy looney-toon. Think they’ll give that silent inner struggle to find a family-
friendly word) son-of-a-Bisquick Darrow the dea#nplty? I'm not a fan of capital
punishment, me, but in a case like this, hell pitdl the switch myself.

Any mention of the shootings leeched the sunshgig out of Andrea’s day, at
least for a few minutes. She was a naturally cliépdrson, though, and couldn’t stay
down for long; she was cheerful, in fact, on therioon the first reporter called,
humming as she folded fresh towels, warm and snge#liveetly of detergent. Then the
telephone rang. When she picked up, a man’s vaikeckif he could speak to Andrea
Somerson. “You already are,” she informed him.

“This is Wesley Scott witffhe Gleason Sentindlwanted to know if you have
any comments about the downtown shootings?”

Andrea used her head and shoulder to keep theegiressed against her ear
while she shifted her laundry basket from one bifhe other. She was surprised that a

reporter would call her for a statement—why woulg@e want a statement from her of
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all people? and whoever heardldfe Gleason SentirieLast she checked the local paper
was calledThe Advocate-but she launched into the typical expressionseokgal
dismay that everyone was making. Very sad, horfiini¢he families, everyone
concerned was in her thoughts and prayers, eteceter

At first Wesley Scott made no response to heestant, and in the beat of silence
after she finished talking Andrea was reminded twfaeher she had in high school. Every
time Andrea answered a question in class, the éganhde a similar pause before
responding. That pause always told Andrea she hadexed the question incorrectly.

“That’s not what | meant,” said the reporter (sen®ugh). “I wanted to know if
you had any comments regarding your personal coiomewith the shooter.”

Andrea told him she didn’t know what he meant.

“In reference to the statement he made a coup®uaifs ago,” the reporter said.
“Saying that he did it for you.”

Andrea begged his pardon.

“He told the police and the press that the shostimgre an attempt to impress
you.

Drawn, apparently, by some inner radar signalirag something was amiss,
Andrea’s fiancé Joe came into the room and stamkithg at her expectantly. From the
look of uncertain concern on his face, Andrea khewown face must have fallen. She
could no longer think clearly. She felt like somedrad taken a giant leaf blower and
sent all her ways of knowing where she stood inatbdd at any given moment skittering
off into the distance, leaving her lost—withoutdamarks. The towels in the basket on

her hip had gone cold.
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“Ms. Somerson?” the reporter prompted.

“I have to go,” she said, and she lowered the phisioethe cradle.

While Andrea rifled through a pile of the previousek’s newspapers in search
of a good photograph, Joe clicked back and forttvéen local news stations. “Channel
six will be covering the shooting in a couple ohimies,” Joe called from the living room.
The phone rang. “Don’t answer that,” Joe calledraga

Andrea continued to fish through the stack of papgetting more and more
flustered. The only decent photograph she couldl $imowed Darrow, handcuffed, being
herded into the police station. He was in profilis, head slightly ducked. Stocky. Pale.
Shaggy blond-brown hair. She didn’t know him frordafn.

“It's on,” Joe called.

Andrea went to the living room. While the newscasteounted the
circumstances surrounding Darrow’s arrest, theescshiowed his mug shot—the same
face Andrea had seen in the newspaper, only this Wearing glasses. Instantly, and
with some astonishment at what a difference thétiaddf a pair of glasses could make,
she knew who he was. He came to the gas statian #iree times a week. He always
got a banana from the basket stand by the registéa Snoopy ice cream bar from the
freezer in the back. Sometimes he bought gas, tbeaya in small, haphazard amounts.
$6.14 on pump three. $8.97 on pump five. She had kin, she thought, just four or
five days ago.

She told Joe she recognized Darrow, and how. Zdetbat Darrow’s image on

the screen with wary dislike. “He ever say anythimgou?” Joe asked.

85



Andrea shook her head. “Just the usual stuff,’sshé. “Hello. How are you. Can
| get change for a twenty.”

“You say anything to him?”

Andrea wrenched her eyes away from the screencaked at Joe—his boyish
mop of blond curls, his comforting girth. She féte the floor was sliding from under
her, like she was walking up a down escalatoridhd treat him any different than |
treat anybody else who comes in,” she said.

Joe cupped a hand around her shoulder. She tuerexybs back to the screen.
The newscaster quoted Darrow saying that the sigotvere an offering of love to
Andrea. When asked who Andrea was, Darrow saiddsereferring to Andrea of the
Fillerup Gas Station on Bentley Boulevard. He didkmow her last name.

The telephone rang. Joe gave Andrea’s shouldeneegg before lurching to the

wall and ripping out the phone cord.

The next morning after Andrea dressed for workfshed herself unable to walk
out of the door. She lingered in the foyer nextti chockablock coat closet until she
was almost late. Joe offered to drive her to wharke times, but she kept turning him
down. The fourth time he offered she agreed.

It was September now. The Indian paintbrushes werding down, and the
mornings were cooler. Joe already had the car'sehea. Joe’s low tolerance for cold
was a running joke between him and Andrea. Fosdtk® Andrea didn’t ask him to lower
the temperature. For her sake, she figured, Jaelsd off the radio when they first

boarded the truck; he knew Andrea didn'’t like therning call-in shows.
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Bentley Boulevard was the most heavily traffické@et in Gleason. Four lanes
and a median cut between two strips of Bentleyrtessies—here a locally owned sports
bar shared a parking lot with an Applebee’s, tlzef@mily-operated mattress store
peddled Sertas next to a Big Lots, everywhere sss$alives and grills and bistros
squatted in the shadow of a Barnes and Noble’sGirauit City or a Radio Shack. The
shootings had taken place just two blocks from Bgnat an intersection shared by a
tackleshop and a Regions Bank.

On other days when Andrea sat in the passengeasdaloe drove, the
storefronts on either side and year-long sunflowerthe median seemed to be the ones
gliding past while she and the truck remained atatiy. She didn’t feel like that today.
Today she felt like she was the one moving, allgoizkly and in the wrong direction.
The cloth of the seats scratched against her bare. a

Andrea put up with the heater’s blast without comtfer as long as she could.
Finally she gave a quick punch to the power windowtrol button, lowering the pane of
glass on her side by a hardly noticeable crack.JBatdidn’t miss a thing. He switched
off the heater and lowered both windows all the waydrea reached for Joe’s knuckles,
curled over the gearshift, and rubbed them, wondesihat life would be like without
their endless, silent exchange of gifts.

The Fillerup sat, unassuming, in a little grass-dimtlarea just behind the exit
that led to the Interstate. Andrea’s manager, V\easg waiting for her outside when she
arrived. “Well the good news is we're both famousg’said when she opened the truck’s

door.
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“I'm sorry,” Andrea said, and immediately she woretewhat she was sorry for.
She slipped out of Joe’s truck and onto the grosndhe two feet below her, holding
onto the door frame for balance. She was surpas@dw her knees wobbled with the
impact of landing.

Vern was a small man, half-Mexican but with a vditat was all Texas, his thin
shoulders and body out of balance with his largedh&Ain’t even eight o’clock,” he was
saying, “and already | had to chase away two neststmaand a Foe Toe Journalist.”

When she turned to close the door, Joe reachdtefdrand through the open
window and made her promise to call him if anythivagppened. Andrea promised and
forced what she hoped was a reassuring smile.ida®tilook convinced, but he
nevertheless drove away to his job at the offiggogustore, the truck’s windows rising
as he went.

“Shoe’s untied,” Vern said as she approached. Amdtepped and fumbled with
the laces. Vern waited for her to stand up agafarbesaying, “Cop in my office wants to
talk to you.”

A certain dread kicked through Andrea’s gut.

“Well, don’t look like that,” Vern said. “You walkn lookin’ like that he’ll either
phone an ambulance or charge you with somethin’.”

Andrea followed Vern to his office, a cinderblodom about the length and
width of a broomstick. Two chairs with metal franse® plastic seats and backrests sat
in front of Vern’s desk. The cop—a tall, red-hairedn who looked too young to be a
cop—sat in one of these. When they entered heanndéntroduced himself to Andrea,

then turned his eyes to Vern, who excused himself.
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The sergeant invited Andrea to sit, so she satf@ked herself to smile for the
second time in as many minutes. “I feel like | bealted to the principal’s office,” she
said.

She hoped that this would tease a smile from time goung man in uniform, but
no. Instead Andrea could sense a sudden alertnekbry across the sergeant’s skin and
through his eyeballs like a radio signal sharpefiam static to clarity. “Why?” he
asked.

Andrea didn’t know why. She didn’t even know wh@as. in, what the hell is
going on? Or, what the hell am | talking about? Bieel to sift her way through the
massive pile of clutter that crowded her brairmeiuce the pile to a manageable phrase,
but she couldn’t. “I don’t know why,” she said aftsn uncomfortably long pause.

The sergeant asked her about Darrow, and she italéVerything she’d told Joe.
She insisted that she and Darrow had never segpoéen to each other outside of the
gas station, that they had said nothing to eacbrditht what pertained to the buying and
selling Fillerup’s products, and perhaps a comnoemivo about the weather. When she
finished, the sergeant thanked her for her timesand he’'d keep in touch. He also said
he’d do what he could to keep the press at bayn Tiedeft.

Andrea took her post behind the cash registerigit from the beginning her
workday was a series of small catastrophes. A mataiector on the door made a loud
beeping noise whenever someone crossed the thdesholthe best of days this noise
was grating. Today it rang through Andrea like ennal test-your-strength game, a
quick jerk that started at the navel and brokeragjdier skull. Even after the quick bursts

of alarm had fizzled down to flat Coke and dishwasee felt distracted and vague. She
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made incorrect change four times. On the fourtle téne gave the customer, a lank-
haired girl wearing a studded choker, ten dollerger than she was owed. Under the
girl’s icy stare, Andrea apologized clumsily angttitred her hands about trying to fix the
mistake. “Are you okay?” the girl's similarly dreskfriend asked. “You're, like, green.”

All Andrea could think of all day were the two demaeén, the three men and two
women and one teenage girl laid up in the hospital.

At one o’clock Vern announced that her shift wasrpwo hours early. He
would drive her home himself just as soon as aamphent cashier arrived. Andrea
thought about arguing, but she didn’t have the gineks they walked out the back door
toward Vern’s Chrysler, Andrea saw a man seated loench in the neighboring used car
lot. She took note of him because he seemed samengdiately to take note of them.
He was eating a hamburger wrapped in plastic, darehwe saw them coming he jumped
to his feet like a hunting dog and dropped his-balen burger into a paper sack. Vern
swore gently to himself.

“That’s the same jackass | ran off this mornin’g $aid, “’scuse my French.”

Andrea looked back at the man—brown-haired, daddegood-looking though a
bit on the thin side for her tastes. He looked &g iwanted to approach, but Andrea
didn’t give him a chance. She quickened her padedacked into Vern’s car without
looking up. As Vern pulled the Chrysler onto Bewptlshe looked into the side mirror and

watched the man watching them leave.

Joe was against her returning to work the next Haywas furious that Vern had

said nothing about the police officer being themélafter he, Joe, had driven away. That

90



night, when the local newscaster said that onaethooting victims in the hospital was
in critical condition and might not survive, Andreaands started shaking
uncontrollably. Joe said that going back to workhiat condition would do no good for
her.

But once she stopped shaking, Andrea insisted omgdo work. They needed the
money, she said.

Things went a little better for her the second d&lye came up with a coping
mechanism—reciting the multiplication table to ledfrdackward, starting with the
twelves and working her way down. She was on hedt get of eights when she glanced
out the glass doors and saw the man from yestéudapng near the pumps. He raised a
camera to his face. This must be the Foe Toe Jisirr\dern wasn't there; he had driven
to one of his other gas stations. The Foe Toe aistmmust have seen him go.

Eight times twelve is ninety-six. Eight times elave eighty-eight.

The man began to walk toward the building.

Eight times ten is eighty. Eight times nine is sgydwo.

The man opened the door and walked through. Heedalp and down the aisles,
glancing casually at the packaged beers and bagsnainy worms as if strolling through
a garden park. Eight times eight is...eight time&ig...what was eight times eight?
Sixty-four? That didn’t seem right.

Finally the man walked to the cash register antl ddbag of peanut-butter M&Ms

on the counter. “Hi,” he said, smiling.

91



Andrea glanced from the candy to the man and madwrave to ring up the item.
The jitters she had felt all day yesterday wereegoaplaced by white-hot anger. “What
do you want?” she said.

The man looked startled, but he adjusted quicklyesley Scott,” he said,
holding out his hand for her to shake. “We spokewple of days ago.”

“Not what | asked,” she said.

Though Wesley Scott had seemed a good-looking merstaglance, that first
impression did not hold up under bright lights lmrse inspection. His brown hair was
well-combed, but his mouth was too wide for hisefaod his ears stuck out at an almost
ninety-degree angle. Taken altogether he was, dse@ars mother might have put it,
completely normal-looking.

Since Andrea didn’t respond to Scott’s waiting hamelput the hand back at his
side, smooth as you please. His smile didn’t dromah. “I'm the editor ofThe Gleason
Sentinel’ he said, “and—"

“Never heard of it,” Andrea said. Some part of Wwass surprised and a little
alarmed to discover behind this statement a longtgpustinct for finding the jugular, but
she was too angry and too worked-up and too sleppetd to care.

Scott’s smile fell just a bit then, but he obviguslasn’t about to give up. “It's a
good paper,” he said. “You should look into it. Bettat | want to know is would you be
willing to—given the unusual circumstances of yoannection with Hank Owen
Darrow—"

“No,” Andrea said.
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Scott angled his face at her in a questioning stdido?” he said, asking for
clarification.

Andrea repeated herself. No, she would not spetkhim. No, she would not
say anything on or off the recordThe Gleason Sentinéllo, she had no connection
with Hank Owen Darrow, never had, never would, daitilanswer questions about a
connection that didn't exist. She wondered what&esame of the sergeant’s promise to
keep the press off her back, but then maybe it’hadourred to him to bother with the
Sentinel maybe he, like her up until a day ago, had nbeard of theSentinel

When she made it clear that she would not be mdveatt let his head decline in
what seemed to be surrender, then walked out ajdkestation. He left the candy on the

counter.

The next day he was back. He walked into the gast then through the aisles
as if making a selection. He picked up a bag ohptbhutter M&Ms and placed them on
the counter.

Andrea sent him on his way again. Just like shettchext day. And the day
after that. And the day after that.

She thought about telling Vern what Scott was dong then she didn’t. She
didn’t even tell Joe. The good thing about Scattidbornness was that it gave her
something to think about besides the eight peopie bore the scars of Darrow’s lunatic
love for her. If she was busy being angry at Ssatérve, or astonished at Scott’s
persistence, then she didn’t have time to feelusioh and misplaced guilt over the

twisted love offering she never asked for. Besides, didn't like for her to talk about
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anything related to the Darrow incident. Last waslshe and Joe were washing the
dinner dishes, Andrea had mentioned, pretty casah thought, that the papers said the
pregnant widow Darrow’s victim had gone into preamatlabor. For a moment Joe went
strangely quiet. Then he laid the plate he washdrgin the countertop, turned and faced
her squarely.

“Andrea, you have to stop thinking about this,"dsadoe. “You have to let it go.”

Andrea felt her chest cavity become hot and nariidve. water streaming from
the faucet scalded her hands, so she turned umlti¢ap. “Well, it's not as easy as all
that,” she said.

“Yes itis,” said Joe. When she answered him witia&l look, he said, “Look, it
wasn’t your fault.”

“I know that,” said Andrea, but Joe spoke agairobethe could finish.

“It's been weeks, okay? You have no reason todadty. | thought you were
stronger than this. | don't like seeing you makergelf miserable over something that
had nothing to do with you.”

Andrea let her voice rise when she answered, ‘ttédwaerything to do with me.”

A heavy snap cracked through the kitchen as Joenséal one of the cabinet
doors shut. Andrea jumped.

“Then fine, damn it,” Joe said, his voice risingphers. “Just give him the
power, okay? Give that crazy son of a bitch allgbever over your life. Because that's
what you're doing, Andrea. Every time you think abbim.”

Joe stalked from the room. For a while Andrea st&lode in the kitchen,

listening to the water gush wastefully down thamr&hen she turned off the water and
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dried her hands. Telling Joe about Wesley Scothséepretty much off the table after

that.

Finally one day, when he’d been hounding her foragt a month, Scott came
into the Fillerup and walked straight to the casHi@regoing his usual routine up and
down the candy aisle. “Trying something differené@idrea said.

“Yes,” said Scott. For the first time she thoughe spotted hesitation and lack of
confidence in his expression, in the way he brugheadge of his thumb beneath his left
eye. “Look,” he said. “I'm not going to ask youday anything to th8entine| | mean,
not today. | just...that is...have dinner with me.”

Andrea didn’t react because she didn’t know hovettSglanced off to the side
and back, the fingers of his right hand doing andaing a button on his jacket pocket.
She felt like she had missed the punch line oke,jbut then she realized the real punch
line was that Scott wasn't joking, and that wasrefumnier. She started to laugh.

“Don’t laugh,” said Scott.

And something in his voice made her stop. She hglder left hand. “You been
coming in here every day for three weeks,” she.s&cdall that time you never noticed
this ring?”

“It's just dinner,” he said. “It’s just food.”

The door’'s motion detector gave a quick screame#teoblond woman charged
toward the counter with fast, important footstepise eyed Scott. “Are you in line?” she

said.
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“No,” he said, backing up to give her room. The veonossed her clutch down
next to the cash register and pointed behind Ansligeck to a pack of Silk Cuts. Andrea
rang up the cigarettes, but the woman’s 1.D. wasres.

“So what?” the woman said. The indignation on laeefwas almost as thick as
her metallic eye shadow. “It's my |.D. My age is theere.”

Maybe so, but Andrea still couldn’t legally givertibe cigarettes.

The woman pinched her mouth shut. “Whatever,” ste, shoving her 1.D. back
into the purse and zipping with a vengeance. Sobile faur fast, important footsteps to the
door. “You know, this is why | don’t come here i€&n avoid it. Because there’s always
some bullshit with you people.” She was gone sbtfesmotion detector barely had time
to bleep at her.

Andrea turned back to Scott.

“So,” he said. “Dinner?”

Something in the women'’s exit reminded her of tlay loe had stomped out of
the kitchen that night, his back squared and udiigl She slid her eyes up to Scott. The
reporter’'s mouth was slack with anxious hope. Hkéal like someone who’d given her
a homemade present and was waiting to find outaflé&ed his gift or not.

“If | eat dinner with you,” she said, “will you gbocoming here and bothering me
every day?”

Scott nodded rapidly, like this was more than he dtered hope for. “I can do
that,” he said.

Andrea nodded. “Okay then,” she said.
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The waitress set a basket of packaged margarineadtiges on the table between
them, then gave them each a great big red plagpiotice water and a straw wrapped in
paper. Scott banged his straw vertically agairestable to punch it through the
wrapping. Andrea tore the paper off with her firgger

“What did you do before the Sentinel?” she said.

“Two years at th&Vashington Posthe said. Scott’s fingertips brushed at the hair
over his left ear. “I never got out of the mailrodrne said. “Figured it was better to
come on home. Start my own paper.”

“How big’s your staff?”

Scott moved like he was going to brush at thathpatdair again, but then he
lowered his hand and instead made a gesture ttapara“voila” and part “it-is-what-it-
is.” “At this very moment, you’re looking at thetée masthead ofhe Gleason
Sentinel’ he said.

Andrea didn’t think in time to hold back her sugai She had figured that the
Sentinelmust be a tiny outfit with a circulation to mattiut she didn’t realize until just
now how bad Scott’s business was. “You write aliryown articles?” she said. “You
take all your own pictures? Make your own delive?ie

Scott looked a little abashed and laughed. “Wélkg said. “Hard times. Small
paper. You know how it goes.”

He was trying to act scrappy and optimistic, butlfga could tell that beneath his
brave underdog antics was fear of failure and tigjecThe curve of his mouth said “look
out, world,” but his sensitive eyes and flighty daregged for kindness. She would feel

sorry for him if she didn’t suspect that he alre&alysorry enough for himself. Looking
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at his naked neediness made her uncomfortabldesshifted her glance to the bric-a-
brac lining the restaurant’s wall-mounted shelvesramic teapots and porcelain
figurines of girls in flouncy hoopskirts.

After his third Blue Moon, Scott leaned acrossttiide and tried to kiss her.

“Whoa—what are you doing?” she said. She pushedblaick into his chair.

“Ms. Somerson,” said Scott, and he tried again.

She couldn’t believe him. “Stop,” she said. “I'mgaged.”

“You came here,” he said.

As he dove in for a third attempt, Andrea slid asrthe torn vinyl bench out of
reach and left through the restaurant’s grated floor. The night was balmy. She turned
left down the sidewalk, then swerved around andextaight. Her heart pounded. Once a
few years ago a car had almost hit her as sheextdke street, and she felt now as she
had then. Fear and surprise leftover from the dasiggd avoided mingled with anger at
the nerve of some people and a certain sense edlmass, a disbelief that disaster had
not struck her after all.

She stopped at the curb. Wesley Scott ran outeofabtaurant, babbling
apologies. Her feelings toward him had hardenedwhiielike a child. Hevasa child.

“Take me home,” she said.

He took her home, both of them dour and silenthaiway.

When she arrived home she saw that Joe had cutzamias from the garden
and vased them in a mason jar on the kitchen tAlslshe set her keys on the hook next

to the door, he came out of the living room to gies.
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“Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” she answered.

He hung in the doorway and tapped his fist agdivestrame. Lamplight and
television sounds spilled into the dark kitchemirbehind him.

Andrea pointed to the flowers. “They’re nice,” g&d. “I like them.”

“I'm glad,” said Joe.

She had told him that she’d be late coming homautmsee she wanted to take a
look at a nursery in the next town—that she’d he¢bhey were having a sale on hibiscus
shrubs. That was the first lie she had ever taid, hinless you counted not mentioning
Scott’s visits to the gas station as a lie. Nowdhever be able to tell him about Scott,
and the fact struck her as strange because Scetwtaf her life now. Or was he out of
her life? His way of facing forward as she exitésldar gave off a certain forever-ness,
but Andrea knew from bitter experience that soma mever gave up. No matter how
plain and direct you were with them, some men |daie your “no” not as a final,
unchangeable answer to a question but as an ivitit switch tacks. They dropped out
of your life just long enough to find their secomthd—or their third, or their fourth. In
any case, now she had a secret from Joe, somesthéd) never had before. Things had
changed between them, and the change made her sad.

“I'm sorry | shouted the other day,” said Joe.

“Let’s sit down,” said Andrea.

They sat. From over in the living room came thedbong-bong of Vanna White

touching the lit squares and turning them intcelstt
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“When | was little | collected seashells,” Andresads “One year we went to
Galveston and we found about a million hermit cratheey all had big, beautiful shells,
the spiral-y kinds you don’t see too often. My datlobk a butterfly net and scooped
about ten hermit crabs into a bucket, and whenatdack to the motel he took the
crabs, one by one, and pulled them out of theillskgth a pair of pliers so he could
give the shells to me.”

She remembered the neon blue of that plastic buttieefrayed meat of the naked
hermit crabs littered across the glass-top pabteté&she remembered how the surf
pounding in the background had intensified the muamt of her own quivering gut and
ragged heartbeat.

“I didn’t want him to,” she continued. “The wholiene he was yanking out those
crabs | had this feeling in the pit of my stoma&e something was being crushed to
death inside me, something fighting and losing. Butvas my daddy and he was trying
to please me and | didn’t know how to tell him tie@t’'s not what | want.”

Joe looked tired. “Say what you mean, Andrea,”did.s

“I love you so much,” she said. “You know that. Bhis time you need to give
me what | say | need and not what you think | need.

Joe looked at the table. She wanted to take hid,Harn she was afraid he would
pull away from her touch. For a moment she wonderedld he sit there silent all night,
would he stand and return to the living room withawvord or a glance, but then he
reached for one of the zinnias, an orange onefuarked the flower gently behind her
ear. The petals were cool and itchy on her skirdrAa rose from her chair. Of the three

men who had given her gifts in the last month, ¥as the one she’d betrayed. Her
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outstretched hand invited him onto his feet. SHEeglhim in close and pressed her face
against his chest. As Joe’s hands found the srhh#mback, Andrea breathed in his

cedar scent and let herself melt into the soft waroh his ample body.
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CHAPTER VI

BULL MOOSE

Samantha Carob knew that layoffs were coming—athefteachers knew—but
she would never have guessed that Annie Mae Gautkngould be the first to get the
ax.

“I thought Annie Mae signed her contract,” Samarghid.

“She did,” said Priscilla Roussell. The two ofrietood in the South Wing
hallway between Priscilla’s classroom and Samastlilarary. The seventh period bell
was about to ring, and uniformed middle schooleosed in swift streams on either side
of the two teachers. “But the fine print says thatcact is void if enroliment is down.”

And of course enroliment at St. Patrick’s was dolad been declining slowly
but steadily for going on four years. The plantd egfineries where many of their
students’ fathers worked were cutting jobs left agtt. Catholic school was fast
becoming a luxury that many LeJardin families caudd afford.

Samantha called out to a couple of sixth grade bmgsop rough-housing and get
to class. When the boys trundled off, muttering abked what was Otto Perilloux

thinking, getting rid of Annie Mae like that? | neabf all people?
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The halls had just about emptied, and when Présoéplied she did so with her
voice lowered. “He’s already let go of all the @m@hool and kindergarten aides,” she
said. “Now he’s doing what the rest of the coumgrgoing and nixing the employees
who make the most money.” Behind the perfect céroleher eyeglasses, Priscilla’s face
was tight and cynical, even though her words wereegous. “He’s a good principal.
He’s just run out of corners to cut.”

About six wasteful expenditures sprang to Samasthand all at once. “I could
think of a few more,” she said.

Priscilla waved Samantha’s comment aside. “Sodceukrybody, who's going to
tell him?”

Samantha couldn’t believe the gall, the ingratttite administration was
displaying. Annie Mae was one of three teachers mbhde up a legendary fourth grade
triumvirate. She and the other two fourth gradehesas had occupied the same corner of
the East Wing for decades. They co-chaired comesitter science fair and Field Day,
and every fall semester they came to St. Patriok®berfest in matching costumes. Last
year they came as three peas from the same pod [$ishe going to come into work
and stand in front of those children for the rdgshe semester?” Samantha said.

“She won't,” said Priscilla. “There’s four weeleft in the year, and Annie Mae
has a month of sick days built up. She’s out o&her

The bell rang. Priscilla returned to her sociatigés students, and Samantha
retreated to the stacks.

She was supposed to monitor a make-up exam, éuiay, less than shockingly,

hadn’t arrived yet. As she filed away some MauBeadak books, Samantha did a quick
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calculation in her head. Thirty-nine years—thatswiong Annie Mae had worked here.
Next year would have been forty. There would hasenba party for her anniversary—
catered, a room reserved at LeJardin’s only fom@staurant, because whatever Priscilla
said, Otto sometimes cut the wrong corners.

Samantha slid Zlateh the Goat into its little hiol¢he wall of books, then
returned to the front desk and started checkingmek of Madeleine L’Engle and Zilpha
Keatley Snyder back into the computerized cataloBuiecilla had come to St. Patrick’s
thirty-five years ago; Samantha, twenty-eight. Satima wasn’t sure when exactly she
became part of the old guard. One day she’'d bg@uiag teacher, and another day that
didn’t feel too long after that she looked around discovered that most of the people
she’d started with were gone. Their spots had leean up by younger people, many of
whom she herself had taught. Every now and thenostked at a colleague and found
herself picturing the woman at age twelve, weatirggsame checkered skirt and
monogrammed blouse her present students wore,quesghrightly in one of the tablet
arm desks in the classroom where she taught seaedtkighth grade literature.

She was shaken out of her reverie when a childoagped the desk and said,
“Mrs. Carob, can | have some potato chips?”

“I don’t know, can you?” Samantha said automalyc&he really didn’t relish
being that woman, that killjoy who corrected othepple’s grammar in casual
conversation and took a red pen to fliers assettiagyou should vote for some
particular student council candidate because hddvbe their for you.” She knew the
kind of rancor and derision that woman invited. Bishe wanted to be loved, she

supposed, she should have driven an ice cream truck

104



The girl rephrased her request, and Samantha dpbadottom desk drawer and
gave her a one-point-five-ounce bag of sour creadnomion Lay’s in exchange for two
guarters. Selling chips in the library was one ttb@ ideas for generating revenue. The
fundraising scheme also had the effect of fillimpfantha’s days with a plethora of tiny
triumphs and heartbreaks. Every time she watclstddent approach her desk she
imagined a drum roll in her mind. If, once the drwoti was over, the student wanted a
book, the studio audience cheered and Samanttelitil flamenco dance in her heart.
If the student asked for chips, the studio audigmoaned collectively and Samantha
silently endured a deflation worthy of a Peanutsocan.

I’'m sure glad | have six years of higher educatiod twenty-eight years of
teaching experience under my belt, Samantha thagtite girl walked away, clutching
the chip bag tenderly in both hands. Otherwiseghthinot be capable of sitting behind
this desk every day and fulfilling my duties asuartan vending machine.

Another of Otto Perilloux’s save-the-school initvas sat heavily on the far end
of the counter: the pencil machine. Twenty-fivetsemould get you a brand new
unsharpened number two Ticonderoga with an erasgeristine you hated to use it, lest
you mar its perfect cylindricality. Of course, iBpecial green pencil rolled into the tray,
then you could present the pencil to the frontoafin exchange for a special prize.
Which was all well and good, except that Samanthédn’'t shake the vague though
admittedly alarmist notion that they were plantihg seeds of future gambling addictions
in their young charges. She had once seen a geladshis entire recess slipping five
dollars worth of quarters into the machine in piurstithe elusive green pencil, his eyes

glazed, his mouth a little slack— and was that $urézkling down the side of his face?
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The boy whose test she was supposed to proctareshop about five minutes
after she started discharging books.

“You're late, Ryan,” she said.

Ryan Hymel gave her his small smile. Both of tHaraw the smile was actually a
smirk, but the contempt wasn’t overt enough fortbetto anything about it. Therein lay
the genius of the gesture. “I was helping moveeasilidr Mr. Perilloux,” he said. With his
right hand he loosely gripped the one strap otbisol bag he’d bothered to pull over
his shoulder. “I can go get a note if you want—"

“That won't be necessary,” said Samantha. Thethast she needed was to give
the kid another excuse to roam the hallways. Besmlee believed him. Otto would pull a
kid from class and not tell his teacher. “Take agencil and have a seat.”

“l ain’t got a pencil.”

“You don’t have a pencil,” Samantha said. Shequu#i pencil out of the mug on
her desk and handed it to him, along with theghskt. “Get started.”

Ryan dropped his bag to the floor and plummetémlarchair at one of the library
tables. He stretched his arms high above his Hhi&ada pantomime of waking up, before
he bent over the paper. Samantha tried to suppegsmntipathy. Ryan had been in her
seventh grade literature class last year, and/das he was in her homeroom as well as
her eighth grade lit. When she saw his name omrlass list back in August she went to
the guidance counselor who split the studentshntoerooms and asked, only half-
joking, “What did | ever do to you?” Ryan Hymel wapain in the ass—disruptive,
disrespectful, a show-off. And not like some of bver show-offs, who clowned for

attention but were basically harmless, even reddgmatelligent if you could get them
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alone. Ryan was spiteful. She had seen him needBsamate until the boy was sent
home for kicking in a gym room locker. One day l@stober a girl burst into tears in the
middle of Samantha’s class. The girl had been gmang a pencil, and Ryan had been
standing right behind her in line. He protested tead done nothing, and the girl
wouldn’t say what was wrong, but Samantha had tigpisions regardless.

Furthermore, Ryan was ringleader of a group thed tio discourage anyone from
participating in class. If a hand went up a seofeshushes and whispered “no’s!” floated
through the classroom until the students who niigive answered a question were too
intimidated to speak up at all. Ryan played thdelgame with Samantha for the first
time in the middle of her introduction @ Kill a Mockingbird a class that usually went
very well. As Samantha looked out across her sdssroom, half the students looking
anxious and bewildered, the other hal—Ryan’s cthaehaking with suppressed
laughter, she caught sight of Ryan stretching ésmks out beneath his desk, one arm
hooked behind his chair, and she thought for ttst fime in her entire teaching career: |
hate you, you little punk. She didn’t know if hecé projected what she was thinking,
but when Ryan made eye contact with her his hitheored expression broke into the
most openly malicious grin she’d ever seen him wear

Ryan erased an answer from the test, pushing dovtheoeraser so hard
Samantha thought the little pink nub would becomsédged from the pencil. He
brushed the eraser dust onto the floor with thé lohtiis hand. She had to remind herself
that these actions were not objectively irritatiigghe found them to be so, that was her
subjectivity or her prejudice or whatever, colormgactivity that in itself was neutral.

She wished she were above these flashes of unteidgeersion, but since she obviously
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wasn’t, she thought that maintaining awarenessuwf monsensical the feelings were was
the next best thing.

She turned back to her books. Ryan’s parents, urlsep were no help at all. Mrs.
Hymel found Ryan’s minor acts of rudeness and gison adorable, and if ever he
seemed to be in serious trouble, she would treaivtiole thing as an annoyance
resulting from the lamentable thick-headedness.dP&rick’s entire faculty and staff.
During their purgatorial parent-student conferensés. Hymel would sit with arms
folded and legs crossed, pointedly checking the &wery three or four minutes. Her
watch hung loose on her wrist, and every time sheted to look at it she had to give her
hand a rather theatrical flick to make the face typ. Then she’d tuck her hand back into
the crooked elbow of her velvet jacket and learkbader chair, her eyes turned upward
in an expression that savtu’re nothing but a card | have to pun@amantha tried to
smile at Mrs. Hymel in such a way that her own egpion would rea8weetie, the
feeling is mutualMeanwhile, Mr. Hymel planted his elbows on thiglésand dealt in non
sequitors for forty-five minutes. “I don’t understhhow my son could have a ‘D’ in
literature,” he’d said at one conference’s outd&h paying tuition, aren’t 1?”

Mr. Hymel owned a number of small businesses irat@id—a motel, a bar, a
restaurant. The biggest and most lucrative wasuatopclub over in the newer
subdivisions. His father, Ryan’s grandfather, wagwen wealthier man and one of the
pillars of St. Patrick’s parish community. They eeipeculating, of course, but Priscilla
and Samantha both suspected that the administiadiodied Ryan with unique clemency
for fear of alienating the old man. The preferdritieatment was unfair and therefore a

serious matter, but at the same time Samantha fiwenichsular, Lilliputian arrogance of
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LeJardin familial politics absurdly comical. Sheceroverheard Ryan’s father tell
someone that he and one or two other prominentitsnin town were “all that was left
of the best blood in LeJardin.” Samantha laughedl&ys afterward. To her way of
thinking it was like claiming to be among the chagistocrats of Dogpatch.

She watched Ryan crack all the bones in his ndelybe he’d grow out of the
sense of entitlement. Some people did. Not veryymnstme thought. But some.

A few minutes later Ryan stood and approachediésk. He held out the pencil
she’d lent him, showcasing the broken point. Saheadtdn’t have a sharpener. She
nodded toward the pencil machine off to her rigkibu got a quarter?” she asked.

“l havea quarter,” said Ryan.

For a split second Samantha experienced a sutpas&as rimmed with
something very close to pleasure. But then she mdmeeed where she was, who she was
talking to, and the pleasure turned to confusiah@ecomfort. In the mouth of another
student, the statement would have been admirality.idad another student made that
reply, she might have interpreted the remark agfyliaess, a joke in which she was a
participant and not just a butt. With Ryan she \itasmsure.

Ryan crossed over to the pencil machine. Whepémgil rolled out, he coughed
a quick laugh. “I won a green pencil,” he said.

Of course, Samantha thought. Of course you did.

He held the pencil up for her inspection. “Howubdhat,” she said. She tried for
a smile. Maybe this was his way of being friendi\aybe he was outgrowing the bad

attitude.
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In spite of his late arrival, Ryan finished thett@g&h minutes to spare. Samantha
made sure to keep him until the third period betlg, though. “Hasta la vista, Mrs.
Carob,” he said on his way out the door, and hegoa® before Samantha had a chance
to reply.

Nearly half an hour passed before Samantha foumtittie tab of paper with all
the answers, scrunched up and tossed into thelimagiist outside her door. He'd
Scotch-taped it to the bottom of the table, ascshd tell by the torn-off remnant of tape
stuck to the table’s edge.

When Ryan heard about her discovery, he’d probafdgine her cackling and
rubbing her mitts together in delight. Actually skas the opposite of delighted. This
was going to be a major headache, and she wassadpgiven her low expectations for
Ryan, at how disappointed she felt in him. She waated, too, at the sloppiness.
Ditching the contraband right outside the room wehgu’d taken the test? Come on. If
you’re going to cheat, cheat smart.

Samantha switched off the lights and locked theiypdoor behind her before
she left for her literature class—on today’s agem@decabulary lesson in preparation for
beginning the next section ®he Call of the WildOf course, Ryan was smart—too

smart to cheat so clumsily. The carelessness itedidaow stupid he thought she was.

She tapped the horn twice as she pulled into tiveway. Her husband Clifford

stood from his crouch over the side garden and daheerily. He was weeding the

monkey grass in what must have been a desultorygivay his dress: hands gloveless,
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still wearing his school clothes—a button-up tuckaaly beneath his black leather belt
and khakis that stopped a good inch-and-a-half elloe lip of his loafers.

Samantha pulled herself from the Buick, coffeertiues and battered leather bag
in tow. “Oh, frabjous day! Calloo callay!” Cliffordalled. This was their traditional
Friday afternoon greeting, their way of heraldihg end of another work week.

“Well, it’s frabjous for some of us,” Samanthadsaand then she told him about
Annie Mae.

His face clouded. “You're kidding,” he said. She@sk her head wryly, and
Clifford frowned. He looked back at the monkey grass if hoping he’d find an
explanation poking out of the ground alongsidettbgpassing clover and dandelions.
“Oh, man,” he said after a bit.

Samantha knew what he was thinking. He was tryongpiprehend the full
implications of Annie Mae’s job loss, not just #nnie Mae but for the entire
Gauthreaux clan. Unlike his wife, Clifford was alaedin native, and he was related by
blood or marriage to half the town. In the grawafyhis unfocused gaze Samantha saw
him wondering if anyone had told Charlene over as&{'s Seafood Store or Wayne
teaching drama at the high school.

Samantha shifted her bag, heavy with papers, frenieft hand to her right.
“How’s your squash doing?” she asked.

Clifford looked up at her, then draped his arnmuacbher shoulder. “Let’s go
look,” he said, steering her into the house.

Clifford was an unlucky but indefatigable garderigre first year they moved

into this house, some fifteen years ago, back vthein now-grown daughter was eight or
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so, Clifford had spent all spring digging and sayyiwatering and weeding, and in return
for his pains the garden yielded him nothing—na& tomato, not one rose. Even the
bean plant that wound its tendrils up and ovefféhee posts, so that every time
Samantha saw the plant she thought “feed me, Sayhewen this dropped its comely
pink blossoms and withered before producing a sibglan. Clifford tried remedies for
mites, slugs, and nematodes, then had the soil'leydl assessed, but finally he had to
face the fact that the land around his house wesdrsibly infertile. Not to be deterred,
Clifford nailed some boards together to form a nsakie box about the size of a laundry
basket, filled the box with bagged soil from Homepbt, and replanted. These plants
fared better, though they never quite flourishedl, €lifford was content with them, and
Samantha, who enjoyed gardens but had no faitkrimlbility to maintain one, was
happy as long as he was happy.

Samantha pushed aside the sliding glass dooithanuvo of them stepped out
into the backyard toward Clifford’s boxed gardeme®f his three squash plants had
produced a yellow flower. They cheered. Samantisadsher arms and shook imaginary
pom-poms. After a moment, though, Clifford shook Inead and said, “Poor Annie Mae.
| just can’t believe it.”

Clifford was a teacher, too, a history teachere of LeJardin’s abysmal public
schools. He made more money than Samantha dithebaiso had to put up with a lot
more grief: pressures to teach to the LEAP testiesits who were literally and not
merely figuratively juvenile delinquents, parentsomvere as apathetic as the parents at
St. Patrick’s were overinvolved. She rememberedihglhim grade papers once early in

their marriage and discovering two identical tedtknow,” he said when she pointed
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them out to him. “I saw them copying off each otH&pesn’t matter. They're both
flunking anyway, and it's easier not to deal witle theating, trust me.”

“My Favorite Student cheated on the test | proatdog him,” Samantha said, “so
I'll have to call Otto tonight. It's going to takeme effort for me not to give him a piece
of my mind.”

“Make the effort,” said Clifford with a dark, wamg glance.

Samantha took a seat on a patio chair. “Don’t bprsed if I'm next,” she said,
articulating for the first time the thought thadhaeen on her mind all day.

“Oh, come on, Sam, Otto wouldn’t do that,” saidffolid, filling his watering
can. Clifford was the only person Samantha alloteechll her “Sam.”

“He did it to Annie Mae,” Samantha said. “Who sdattone coming?”

Some of the water missed the box and splatteredsighe concrete patio.
“Nobody does literature like you,” Clifford saidOtto knows that.”

A clay pot of impatiens lay at Samantha’s feet. Slaged with one of the petals,
smooth and waxy on her fingertips. Every year sbkeol out a potted flower or two to
tend, and every year Clifford was the one who woupdeeping the plants alive past the
weekend. “I don’t know,” she said. “The administratlook at me and they think
‘dinosaur.’ | still use a blackboard, for God’s sakmean actually black, with actual
chalk. The administration wants more bells and tigBsthey don't like this sage-on-the-
stage stuff that | do. Maybe | should start usiogv€rPoint.”

Clifford made a face. On several previous occasimbad dismissed PowerPoint

as a glorified slide projector that sapped the gneut of a class.
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“And I'm not what you’d call universally loved arnd there,” Samantha
continued. Last year Samantha found out that sdrtteegyounger teachers, the ones she
had taught some fifteen years ago, referred t@hdrPriscilla collectively as “Scylla and
Charybdis.” She wasn't nearly as insulted as shesmgorised at the wit. Also she was
amused: she had been the one who way-back-whetahgltThe Odysseto those girls
for the first time, using the Bernard Evslin addipta That, dear children, is an example
of irony.

What was more surprising and more disconcertiag the cleverness or the
cruelty of the nickname was the fact that Prisaillss lumped in with her: a clear-cut
case of guilt by association. Priscilla was emihyelikeable, a gifted conversationalist, a
nice person, and more than that, a local persaiarden born and bred. These—the
parents who showed up to Open House night, cranatsardly into the school desks—
were Priscilla’s people. Not Samantha’s. Samanéiladh from Mobile, and twenty-eight
years of living in LeJardin was apparently not l@mpugh to be considered a
LeJardinite. She had married a native son, butrappls localness didn’t transfer. Not in
her case anyway. Maybe if she had been sweetesstiuthful. Maybe if she’d been
Catholic instead of Baptist. Maybe if she cared k#sout doing the job she was hired to
do, which was not to be anyone’s friend. Allowanceght have been made for her under
those circumstances. Under the actual circumstahedardin looked at Samantha as a
resident outsider.

Clifford shook the dregs of the watering can irite potted impatiens, then set the

can on the concrete floor and sat opposite his. \Wiéegrunted a little on the way down.
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“I guess | could always be a Wal-Mart greeter,” @atha went on. “l don’t know
though. Do | really care if the Wal-Mart shoppefd.eJardin have a nice day, not
really.”

She was aiming for levity, but Clifford didn’t rempd, and his silence combined
with the stillness of his face made her think tehguld steer away from the subject. She
marveled at the rapid growth of his morning gloriben asked if he had seen a particular
column in that morning’s newspaper. By and by thieversation drifted on to other
things until Clifford seemed to have more or lemgbtten about St. Patrick’s job cuts.
Samantha didn’t forget, but Clifford seemed tdgast until after dinner. They cleared
the table and started on the dishes, Samanthangaahd Clifford drying, when
suddenly he said, “You know, maybe you should usedPPoint.” Right then she knew

he was really worried.

Samantha rapped on the door. “You wanted a word@'said.

Otto Perriloux waved her in. Otto’s office was erge, but the bric-a-brac
cluttering up all the shelf-space made the roorhdeen smaller than it was. A large
metal photo display tree took up most of one talpleholding snapshots of Otto with
various ex-students. A lumpy clay bowl held allQtto’s paper clips, and cards made of
crayon and folded construction paper were stickied to the back of his door and the
front of his desk. There were a lot of figurineshain mail and armor, ranging in size
from the three-inch tall action figure propped @aiast his computer monitor to the two-
and-a-half-foot plush toy holding its nylon swotdfaon top of the file cabinet. St.

Patrick’s mascots were the Round Table Knights.&dha never said anything about
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the incongruity of a school named for Ireland’srpatsaint having such an Anglo-Saxon
mascot. The joke wouldn’t have been funny enoudbetaorth the energy. And people
around here took their middle school sports teagng seriously.

Otto was totally bald with a compensating handlebastache. He looked like the
missing member of somebody’s barbershop quartetDi&nne Hymel kept me on the
phone for about forty-five minutes Friday nightg kaid, pausing to set aside the stack of
accreditation materials he was looking over.

Samantha settled into the wicker chair directlyasrfrom Otto’s desk. “I'm
sure,” she said. “It's the Dreyfus affair all ovagain.”

The corners of Otto’s mustache lifted up in a bsisile. He tapped a ballpoint
pen against his desk calendar. “Actually, Samaritivas wondering if we could give
this whole thing further consideration.”

Samantha looked at him.

“I just worry that we may have been too hasty inlwandling of this,” Otto said.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but | think you mgve jumped to conclusions.”

Samantha folded her arms and started to say samgethit Clifford popped into
her brain like a cartoon better angel and plead#d lwver to tread carefully. “I would
have thought I'd earned more credit than that,” sdid.

“Please, don’t misunderstand me,” said Otto. “Y@ubeen an asset to St.
Patrick’s for twenty-eight years, nobody knows thetter than | do. About how old are
you now, Samantha?”

Samantha’s insides twanged. She said nothingsat fiut then Otto repeated

himself. “About how old?”

116



“You are not allowed to ask me that question,” saiel too quickly and quietly,
hearing the stiff tension in her own voice. “Thare laws against asking me that
guestion.”

Otto held up his hands defensively. “Just wondetihg said.

“I'd say I'm hardly that much older than you are@’

“Okay, fine, let’s drop the subject.”

“Did you call me here to talk about Ryan Hymel?”

Otto hesitated.

“Oh, God,” said Samantha. Her tone sounded hollovflat in her own ears.
“Oh my God.” If she hadn’t already been sitting doshe would have needed to sit
down. What was she going to do? Sure, she hadjbkieig about the possibilities on
Friday night but that was laughing in the darkt thas an attempt to keep the fear at bay.
She had been preparing herself for the worst toecoext year, or the year after, or five
years from now. Not now, not today.

“l just wanted to say,” Otto said, “that maybe vailtl give the boy the benefit of
the doubt. That's all.”

If she hadn’t already felt like her job was on ti®pping block, Samantha might
not have had the nerve to say, “Mr. Hymel Sr. dithalppen to call you up too, did he?”

He had every right to get angry, but he didn’t. tte present economic climate,”
he said, “St. Patrick’s needs all the friends it gat. You didn’t actually see the boy
cheating, did you?” Samantha admitted that thisseasWell then,” said Otto. “Perhaps

we’d better leave well enough alone.” He stood“lifh see you tomorrow, Samantha.”
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She had to sit in her car for about twenty mintef®re she felt still and calm
enough to drive home. Things would be okay, she:herself. She didn’t believe her
own assurances, but she repeated them anyway.slWwierg@ okay now. She had bought
time. She remained convinced that he had calleihbehis office to get rid of her for
good, but he screwed up, asking her that questioime chickened out. She could be
almost sure of getting another year, and maybeather year things wouldn’t be so bad.
For a moment Ryan’s smirking face swam into herdnand she pushed it down. What
had been a regrettable if justifiable dislike foe kid would from here on out be
undiluted hatred, and there was nothing she coaldbut that. She’d have to play the
waiting game with him, wait for him to graduate ayet out of her hair. Only one month.
Could she stand seeing him for fifty minutes a fitaya whole month? She would have
to. In the meantime she would go home, make somefRwint slides.

All the way home she wondered what she would s&fiftord. What could she
tell him that would be honest but not worrisome® 8ad a few phrases prepared,
rehashes of the assurances she’d used to soosefhleut when she pushed aside the
sliding glass door and saw what Clifford was logkat, the words left her. Clifford’s
garden had been destroyed. The pliant squash $iatkbeen wrenched and twisted until
broken, the severed ends thrown casually to thengto

“It was like this when | got home,” Clifford said.

Samantha stepped out and slid the glass door ched@dd her. Clumps of
impatiens lay at uneven intervals across the flatow, clods of soil still clinging to the
exposed roots. Her gaze traveled along the fentteetoosebushes, their buds

methodically clipped, and the morning glories—ramdig inexplicably intact.
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“Well,” said Clifford. He nudged a decapitated rogd with the toe of his shoe.
“Well.”

The scare Otto had given her had rubbed her neaves-too raw to feel the full
weight of this latest violation. Looking at the plaorpses scattered across the lawn
caused a muted thrumming in her chest, a small sletheould convince herself would
not grow into something less manageable. “I'm sa@yfford,” she said.

Clifford shook his head. “It's not your fault.”

A blue jay alighted on the fence and angled ite fmevard the ruins of the
garden, like a busybody neighbor. This was the liikge jay Samantha had seen up-close
all spring. She always forgot how enormous thes#shwere.

“Why would somebody do this?” Clifford said, nottime voice of someone
wondering about the specific motives of a spegficden destroyer, but in the voice of
someone contemplating the presence of evil and nesann the world as a whole.
Samantha couldn’t help him with generalities, e suggested that somebody might do
this to a teacher who caught him cheating and todthve him punished.

“Your Favorite Student?” he said. “He would do #is

Samantha breathed in, considering. “With relishg said.

Clifford shook his head. “I can’t believe that,” baid.

That was Clifford for you—always reluctant to aberwicked deeds to anyone,
even with the evidence in plain sight. Then agtie,evidence really wasn’t in plain
sight; the evidence was in her heart and her guhe instincts she’d honed day by day
for the better part of three decades. Ryan woutkby now that she’d turned him in

and that the administration had taken his side.@nce of power between them had
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tilted in his favor, a fact of which he was wella®. He wanted her to know just how
aware he was. Ruining her garden—he would havevessuof course, that it was her
garden and not Clifford’s— would be the cherry op of his victory, his vicious,
adolescent way of saying “nanny nanny boo boo.” &#ha had taught middle school
literature for nearly thirty years, and if therereiéwo things she knew how to recognize
straight off they were a schoolyard taunt and alsnThe wrecked garden was both.

By this time Clifford had taken his place on théi@pdoveseat. He pushed over,
making room for her.

Samantha sat. She looked out at all the green fatgstrewn around them and
felt like this wasn't their garden, like this vatiden had happened to someone in a movie
she was watching. “I guess we should clean thissig said.

Clifford said nothing. Neither of them moved.

“They have petunias on sale at Matherne’s,” said&@dha. “And plumeria.”

“‘Sam.”

“We could put some zinnias where the squash wasaybe some portulaca,”
Samantha continued. “The summer’s just beginnimgye got hanging baskets, too. |
don’t know what the flowers in the hanging basketscalled. You would know. We
could go look, if you want.”

“I don’t want,” said Clifford, and when she turnedlook at him he looked tired
and pale. He took her hand. “Let’s just sit for laile,” he said.

Samantha twined her fingers with his. Over on #reé post, a mob of purple

martins swooped at the blue jay, which rose antgktats wings in protest but finally
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flew away. Those purple martins. They were littlet they were mean. “Clifford, | think
I’'m losing my job,” she said.

Clifford looked for a moment as if he was thinkiofgwhat to say, but the seconds
passed, and then the minutes, and then the skgdbeir backyard neighbor’s rooftop

went purple and sunless, and he never said a word.

She woke up the next morning livid about the gaydenf her anger had needed a
night’s dormancy to reach its apex. Anger permehggcentire morning routine. She
twisted the cap on her coffee thermos more tigthtiyn necessary, held the steering
wheel in a death grip. All the way to school sheied on phantom arguments in her
head, justifying her anger. This wasn't just a fayuash plants, this was the happiness of
her husband, this was the sanctity of her homs vitas her job security teetering on the
edge of an abyss.

When she saw Ryan in her class line at morningnatsise her heart reared like a
startled horse. She made herself look away from birhacross the concrete playground
at the six hundred other children sitting in rowshomeroom, their clamor bubbling into
the April sky. The sun slanted over the tin roofted East Wing, where Annie Mae had
taught, and washed St. Patrick’s brick buildingd Bour-square courts in a golden glare.
In this light the school possessed some approximati beauty, a beauty Samantha
could recognize but not feel. Her senses had bekowed by the realization that her
love for her students—and oh, yes, she did lovenilmce years ago she had told a class
that she loved them, and their response was aktzhlaughter—had depleted a little.

Looking out at them, she could do nothing but waridev many of them were in her
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garden yesterday, and how many would hear the atmfyfaugh about her misfortune
today. Her eye was continually drawn to the empgcs over by the fourth graders
where Annie Mae usually stood. She wanted to @aRriscilla but didn’t dare do so in
hearing distance of certain other teachers.

She maintained a rigid control over herself albttgh homeroom, keeping her
voice and facial expression impassive when shedalis name during roll, avoiding eye
contact. When the first period bell rang and thelsehts siphoned out of her room, she
felt, if not quite relieved, then at least lessiang. Then she noticed some unidentifiable
clump left on Ryan’s desk. Upon approaching closlee, saw that the clump was a
bedraggled yellow squash blossom.

Her hands were shaking. She held the right onéenduont of her and examined
it. She could remember her hands shaking likedhisnly one other occasion in her life,
and that was when her daughter was attacked dhengenior year of college.

Samantha taught four literature classes: two sestd seventh grade and two
sections of eighth grade. (In the old days it wdwdde been three sections of seventh and
one honors section of eighth, but grade sizes wmaler now.) The rest of her day she
spent in the library. This was fortunate becausevedis distracted and somewhat
snappish with students today, and the repetitit@mof checking and shelving books
gradually assuaged her frazzled nerves. By the sinth period rolled around, she felt
ready to face him again.

She braced herself for a visceral reaction whewdlked into the room, and here

he came, and, yes, there the reaction was, herlhk@asomeone leaping out of a chair
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and pointing in alarm. Silently she counted to t®ine read the blurb on the backitie
Call of the Wild The hysteria petered out. She could handle this.

Roll taken, Samantha flipped to Chapter Seven.wBat happens with Buck and
the bull moose?” she asked.

The air conditioner hummed. From behind the wdltefSamantha’s left,
Priscilla held forth to her own students. The wondse indistinguishable, but the voice
was undeniably Priscilla’s.

“Anyone?” said Samantha. Bueller? she thought.

Slightly more than half of the students staredairtdesks whenever she looked
their way, which was only slightly more than nornféhe started counting to twenty in
her head, figuring that by the time she hit sevamt®meone would grow uncomfortable
with the silence and produce the right answer: Battkcks the moose. The moose is old,
and the herd can only protect him for so long. @he point he becomes a liability and
they abandon him to Buck’s merciless tenacity.

She hit seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, and thanddtarted to crawl slowly
upwards. Thank God, Samantha thought. Save me.

Someone hissed, “No!” The hand paused, then wémtr@verse and disappeared
beneath the desktop.

Samantha’s eyes swept across the classroom. Sktered which children were
swallowing grins or chuckling behind their handieh were looking as lost and
helpless as she felt.

“Page sixty-five,” Samantha said. “What happenthtomoose?”
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The children shuffled through their paperbacksluhéy found the appropriate
page, and then, staring at the black print, théwsatill and silent as before. One of
Ryan’s gang turned to share his delight with anfilie

“Eyes up front, Marcus,” Samantha said.

In the next room Priscilla went on and on. Two $wm@hdows punctured the
back wall of Samantha’s classroom, each of theratbled in a dark blue curtain. Five
years ago, and for the twenty-three years thisheseh her classroom before that, the
back wall had been windows from about knee-heililtha way up to the ceiling. But
then the windows were sealed off, something to db wwsulation, and the two pinpricks
of sunlight left over were curtained for securityrjposes. This was about the same time
they installed gates around the entire campus. tlihyhey keep children in windowless
rooms for seven hours every day, ten months otlieofear? Come to think of it, why
did they keep her, and Priscilla, and all of theeotteachers cooped up in this cellblock
semester after semester after semester?

She took in a breath. She was gearing up to telctildren, fine, if that’s the way
you want it, we can spend the rest of the year arieg response questions on paper,
which will be no fun at all. We can discuss the enal together as a class, or we can do
boatloads of written work. It's up to you. She vgasmring herself up to say this when
Ryan Hymel leaned back in his chair and proppedegsup on the back of the desk in
front of him, making the girl who was sitting thgeek forward. The offense was stupid
and comparatively small, and yet, mysteriously,dight of those black lace-up uniform
shoes pressing against that girl's back made Sdradomse her last shred of patience.

“Out,” said Samantha.
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The students glanced around, not sure what shetni®gan returned her stare,
unblinking.

“Out,” she said again, louder this time. Suddemly was across the classroom,
she was pulling Ryan out of his chair by the elband he looked, for the first time since
she had known him, flabbergasted. Words streanoed frer mouth so fast not even she
could take in what she was saying. She heard samgedbout his parents raising a
terrible human being. Somewhere in the rush slikhioh to take his bag and get out of
her classroom. Ryan sputtered some objectionshieut@uldn’t hear them over her own
raised voice. She swipddhe Call of the Wildrom his desktop, grabbed his shoulder, and
in five clacks of her heels against the classroditgd floor they were at the door. She
pulled at the knob, shoved him into the hallwayeththe book at his feet, and slammed
the heavy gray door in his shocked face.

Next door, Priscilla’s voice stopped. For a monmantwo there was no sound or
movement, only the crash of the door against th@érreverberating in Samantha’s ears
and, she assumed, everyone else’s. Then Pris@ti@d up again. Samantha turned and
faced twenty-seven horrified children. Someondestiio laugh uncomfortably.

“Silence,” Samantha said sharply, and the laugsttgsped. She wasn’t annoyed
at the child, not at all; she was appalled at herSbe had broken every cardinal rule of
teaching policy, chief among them Do Not Touch ad8nt. She could feel the blood
thumping through her veins.

There was nothing else to do. She crossed badkrtpddium and opened Jack
London to Chapter Seven.

“Where were we?” she said.
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CHAPTER VII

WHY | LEFT HIM

In the middle of our marriage vows, his father hdueart attack. Right there, in
the second pew. Completely unexpected. The oldwaandead before the ambulance
even arrived at the church.

You can imagine what a pall his father’s deatt oasr our honeymoon. My new
husband spent our wedding night just crying. Adjhtilong. | stayed up with him, held
him, listened to him, cooked food for him and urstieod when he pushed the plate away
and started crying again. We didn’t make love once.

In time he began to heal, or so | thought. Hisdgbomor returned. We started
sleeping together. Normalcy reigned. But then ast &nniversary crept closer and
closer. And the closer it came, the more wary dadfamy husband was. He was even
worse on our second anniversary. By our third lteldecome intolerable. Acrimonious,
suspicious. If | sneezed, he thought | had anioltenotive for doing so. One day | was
so fed up | waited for him to leave the house, thiemned all the faucets to full blast and

stood in the middle of the living room and screamed
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When he came in from work and saw me with my saécae was surprised.
Maybe even a little discomfited. But not what yoauld call upset. | think he was glad
to be rid of me. Or, at least, relieved. For thyears | was an omen of ill winds to him.

He was, at heart, a superstitious man.

| was twenty-one and in love with a cellist and Welver been to an opera before.
He was playing for a production b Traviatadowntown, and in spite of harboring
every kind of prejudice against opera, | decideddpjust for a chance to spot him in the
orchestra pit. | thought maybe if | went to theksdage entrance after the show and
stood there for long enough I'd see him come okihdw. The move was desperate,
transparent. | didn’t care. | was in love.

| was up in the cheap seats, so close to the gpttll could have made shadow
puppets with them if I'd wanted to. | thought | édsee him tuning up, though from that
distance | might have been mistaken. The condwetore out; the music started; the
curtain rose. | kept my eyes glued to that tinywordolob so far below me and the
tuxedoed man barely visible behind it. At first.

Then something happened: a voice. | didn’t knoat the time, but the voice was
singing “E strano!...Ah! fors’e lui.” The music fdike it was coming from everywhere,
like it was all around me, creeping along my shing not just around me but inside me,
like Verdi had burrowed his way into my gut. Noats not what happened. | don’t know
how to describe what happened.

| mean, here was this woman on the stage, singihthes pure, beautiful longing,

sending that longing all the way up to me in themw, and all the while trying to
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convince herself that the desires pulling that Btherldly song out of her mouth weren’t
real.

My hair just stood on end. | was rapt, in everysseof the word. | walked out of
the theater without even thinking about the reagbwy | went there, too busy playing and
replaying that song in my head.

Later on I met up with him—the cellist—and befolenkw what | was doing, |
started gushing about the opera, saying how gosgggmumelodies were and how
exhilarating his job must be, to take part in drepsomething so beautiful. He got this
look on his face, like he was bored but too pdliteay so.

| got over the cellist. | never got overaviata

He was a low-carb, sugar-conscious vegan witlacelisease. | rest my case.

| don’t even know how many times | broke up witatNan in high school.
Dozens. | take that back. The first few dozen tilnesver actually succeeded in breaking
up with him. | would say, “Nathan, it's over,” ahg would say, “No it's not.” Just like
that. “No it’s not.” And then, what do you know, tvas right. Ten minutes later we were
holding hands, we were walking down Magazine Staesi-in-arm, he was buying me a
stick of Roman candy.

Given his unwillingness to let me end the relathup, | always figured Nathan
was pretty attached to me. So you can imagine nmprise when | walked in on him
sucking face with Candace Brady. | fled the scénéhe followed me, calling my name

and asking me to wait. So | stopped and let hinalspe
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“We can work it out,” he said. “This is okay. Thésmeaningless. This is a blip
on the radar. This is a minor incident. This igfeable.”

I looked him straight in the eyes and said, “N® fitot.”

Contrary to what he must have thought, I'm naieking idiot. | knew he was
cheating on me. | just needed proof—something lctbting to the lawyers to establish
marital fault.

One day | was surfing around on Facebook. If smitafor him, | would never
even have had a Facebook account. I'm what théw¢athnological laggard, always
have been. | still don’t own an iPod. And Twittkell, | don’t know what that shit’s
about. Like we need more outlets for our collecgedi-obsession. But in college
Facebook was pretty much his sole means of commtioi; so | registered and set up a
profile. Anyway, | was screwing around one day @aeé¢book, and | noticed that one of
our mutual friends had posted some photos of & placticked on the album, flipped
through the pictures. And in the background of time shot, there he was: one hand
holding a daiquiri, the other hand curled arourel\laist of some girl | never saw before.
| clicked to the next picture: still in the backgral, now he held the same girl in his lap.
And the next picture: their faces smashed togetheuths opened so wide they looked
like their jaws were unhinged.

Then and there | saved the pictures to my desktolmy flash drive, and |
printed out some hard copies, too. Then | sentedhmessage—still via Facebook—by

this time we hadn't lived together for like a monthnd told him | could prove infidelity
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and we should meet with the lawyers. He sent message back: “I admit nothing.
What do you have?”

Every year on the anniversary of our divorce haary alimony check, buy a
bottle of champagne, pour myself a glass, and mabkast: Here’s to social networking,
solipsism, and the end of privacy. | deleted mydbaok account, though. Big fucking

Brother, that’'s what we’re coming to.

I had some kind of reaction to my birth contrdlsil felt sick all the time. Had
these terrible migraines. People told me that & warmal, that these were just temporary
side effects that would go away if | waited longyegh, but they didn’t go away. So |
told my boyfriend what was happening, how badt deld how worried | was.

“That’s okay,” he said. “Just keep taking them.”

Kirk had a five-year-old son. Every time Kirk ahttied to get intimate, the son
would burst into the room, yelling, “No, no, no"nd then Kirk would roll off of me and
let the five-year-old climb into bed between us.

Needless to say, | was fed up with that littletiroiin no time at all. So one day |
said to Kirk, when he comes into the room like thad should just keep going. | mean,
that’s Parenting 101, you know? Learning to igrtarégrums. Once we show him that he
can't get everything he wants by pitching a fit/lreop pitching fits all the time.

Kirk just looked at me like | sprouted tentacle$ oumy face or something.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he said. He stifive or six more times. “What the
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fuck is wrong with you? What the fuck is wrong witbu?” Right about then | figured it

was time to move on. And | made a new rule: froentbn, no guys with kids.

| found out he didn’t subscribe Tthe New Yorker

He became interested in stamp collecting. Vergragted.

| kept forgetting his birthday. Got tired of fewdi guilty about it.

The hardest part of being Jeff's girlfriend wastpnding to like his poetry. In our
junior year of college, not long after we starteihg out, he sent me a link to his
website, where he posted all of his poems. | renegrtiiere was this one called “Lady of
the Night,” about being confronted by a prostitotesomething. “As | turned to walk
away/ she screamed | wouldn’t have to pay.”

He sent me love poems. Lots. And lots. Of lovenpad felt like kind of a bitch,
criticizing the poems he wrote for me. But | mekm, an English major. What was |
supposed to say?

Then one day out of the blue Jeff sends me a m@mp-good, | mean
exceptionally good. All these startling images dedd-on perfect similes. | told him he
should submit the poem to the university’s literarggazine. He was surprisingly
resistant. He hemmed and hawed and made excudedsnBisted. | dragged him to the

mailroom and made him slip his poem through theamaxg’s entry slot. Jeff's awful
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poetry was a running joke in our circle of friendad | wanted everyone to know that my
boyfriend did have a literate bone in his body radilé

Of course, two months later Jeff was suspendedifdaiting academic integrity.
Turns out that lifting a poem wholesale from a Jaukerrill anthology and passing the
work off as your own constitutes a level two plaigian offense. Needless to say things
were pretty complicated for both of us then, andraie went home, we little-by-little
stopped calling each other. Just as well. If | ttackad one more poem that rhymed

“love” with “heaven above” | was going to shoot arreboth of us in the face.

| wanted to wear skirts again. The stores putloeit spring clothing collections,
and the racks were filled with skirts. Floral psn&olids in Easter egg colors. Flounces
and ruffles and pleats.

| hadn’t worn a skirt in over a year. He didn'tdikkirts, so | stopped wearing
them. All at once, as | stood in that departmésresand grazed skirt fabric with my
fingertips, spring weather blaring at me through windows, going through life in jeans

made no sense to me. So | dumped him for whitedielelet and never looked back.

Every now and then | tell my husband, “You jushember, | could have been
Mrs. Roger Becnel.” And | could have, too. But théh is | didn’t want to be Mrs.
Roger Becnel. Never did. Sometimes | think to miyseirely, at some point in those six
or seven months...but no. He was too old for me. lde always too old for me.

| didn’t know how old he was when | agreed to nfaet for lunch the first time.

This was back in '72, back when | was in college.ddlled the house to talk to my sister
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Claire—Claire was a secretary at the firm wheravbeked. Claire wasn’t home, | kept
telling him she wasn’'t home, but he wouldn't let afethe phone, and finally he talked
me into meeting him at Galatoire’s for Friday Lun@#hen Claire came in, | told her
what happened. “Oh, Mary, you didn’t,” she said.

| knew what she meant when | walked into Galatsiamd saw him. Holy
smokes. He was more than twice my age. He wasltbimoClaire, and Claire was ten
years older than | was. | thought, this will be étst and last meeting.

But even though Roger Becnel didn’t do a thingnfa, Galatoire’s sure as hell
did. Roger—my first instinct was to call him Mr. &eel, but he told me to call him
Roger—right away Roger ordered us both Sazeraca ghate of soufflé potatoes and
fried eggplant. The waiter's name was Albert. Hes \Rager’s regular waiter. Albert
recommended the pompano menuiéere amandine andaitvae€at yvonne. But before that
Roger insisted on the Grand Gouté—shrimp remoularddmeat maison, crawfish
maison. When | admitted to him that I'd never b&ealatoire’s before, he added a side
of oysters en crochette. Have you ever had oystesochette? Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.
And then when the pompano came, good Lord, andlibeana bread pudding for
dessert, | didn't think | could like anyone’s brgaaddding better than my Mama'’s, sweet
Jesus, God.

We were there for three and a half hours. Threeadmalf hours for lunch. In that
time | learned a few things about him. He waseldiig bachelor. His mother, with
whom he had lived all his life, had just died. Amelwas a member of Rex, so you knew

he was loaded.
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When | got home Claire was waiting at the kitchadnié. “You’re not going to see
him again, are you?” Claire said.

“Have you ever dipped fried eggplant into powdesadar?” | said. “Incredible.
Who knew?”

The next week Roger and | went to dinner at AntsinEhen we had brunch at
Tujague’s. Best. Brisket. Ever. And another dinateArnaud’s. And of course we were a
Friday afternoon fixture at Galatoire’s. | startemfrowing my girlfriends’ dresses and
jewelry because | was embarrassed to be seen gathe Sunday clothes from week to
week.

| think | kidded myself into believing that Rogeifgerest in me was more or less
avuncular. Deep down | knew better, of course. flinging point came one day as we
were walking down Chartres Street, and | saw solchg@ezer with a young woman
perusing the bracelets at New Orleans Silversmiffos a moment | wondered cynically
whether or not she was his daughter. And then agtitocame to my mind, unbidden,
like somebody else was talking to me, Well whatdo think you look like? How are
you any different? Why don’t you just hang a sigouad your neck that says “Pompano
Prostitute”? And | saw with perfect clarity thavas approaching critical mass, that if |
kept accepting invitations from Roger | would atgopoint be called upon to pay him
back, most likely in the form of taking his namelamaring his bed and doing the things
his mother had spent the last forty years doindnfior.

So Roger and | called it quits. Which was probadbtky, because all of my
clothes were getting snug and | didn’t have enaughey to buy a whole new wardrobe.

| never will forget that pompano, though. Damn.

134



CHAPTER VI

SUGAR MONEY

Jackie hadn’'t even wanted to take this job. Sclesaut the preceding Friday,
and she hated, on principle, the idea of gettinganty on the first Monday morning of
summer vacation to babysit. Her mother had naggedhto saying yes. “Go earn some
money,” her mother said. Jackie shrugged in resadngyeneral, she didn’t use that
much money. She would rather have the time to Helse the money. “What else are
you going to do— piddle around the house all ddy&t’mother said. Jackie replied that
she would do her best to piddle in the toilet. #ettpoint her mother abruptly dropped
the coaxing tone she’d been using and began tk gheaply. “Jacqueline Miller, | am
not going to deal with you spending all day loafatgput making smart aleck comments
and complaining to me that you’re bored, you've @gpod opportunity to put a little
money aside and you're going to take it, Mrs. Larikia friend of mine and she needs
you to do this for her,” etc. So Jackie called Mrankin and told her she’d be happy to

babysit on Monday.
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Still, she was pretty irritated with the whole siton—irritated enough that when
Dale Hennessey showed up on the Lankin’s doorstgpning their hanging basket of
petunias back and forth with his fingers like adpihning a turntable, Jackie only
halfheartedly told him to go away.

“Go away, Dale,” she said.

“Hey, dorkface,” said Dale, ignoring her, as ustit hair was combed into
spikes and hardened by gel. He ran his fingers ther peaks.

Jackie folded her arms and leaned against thefdmoe. She’d seen Rachel
McAdams stand like that in a movie. “You're not poped to be here,” she said. “The
Lankins wouldn't like it.”

“Would you like it?” said Dale.

Jackie brushed her bangs out of her eyes. “I wolbdine either way,” she said.

In Dale’s book this was practically an invitati@nd Jackie knew so. He gave her
his up-to-no-good grin and sidled past her intohbese.

Actually, if Jackie was going to have a boy ovéiilesrbabysitting, Dale was a
good one to have. Kids loved him. Five minutesrdfeecrossed the threshold, Dale was
already deep into a game of “hot or cold” with theee Lankin children.

“Cold,” said Dale to the middle girl, who had hezad stuffed in the dryer. All
five of them were gathered in the garage-turnegptam. Jackie took a seat on the sofa
beneath the window and tried not to look too irderd. The oldest Lankin brother riffled
with noisy abandon through a plastic bin of Leg&sen colder,” Dale said.

Meanwhile the littlest Lankin tottered toward therlgage can where the Lankins

kept their dog food.
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“Warm,” said Dale. “Hot. Red hot. Blazing hot! Nsein, you’re on fire!”

Nielson lifted the lid of the garbage can and oN&red an inflatable plastic
treasure chest perched on top of the Purina. Dedered, “Yes! Nielson, that was
awesome!” and gave the boy an elaborate high-fitie.other two Lankins retreated into
the kitchen, and Dale and Nielson brainstormed hielmg places together. Jackie
crossed her right leg over her left.

“The desk?” Nielson ventured, pointing to a bigking brown thing on the other
side of the room.

This, Jackie knew with a jolt, was her cue tomméme. “I don’t think your mom
would like it if we went digging in her desk,” skaid.

Dale had already opened the bottom left drawer.’f8eot digging in it,” he
said. He tossed a box of stationery, a stack ofilmé&riders, and a pair of scissors onto
the floor. “We're just gonna use it for one game.”

Jackie was quite suddenly not in the mood. Sheandecrossed the room. “I'm
serious, Dale,” she said. “You’re going to get mérouble.”

“No I'm not.” Now the drawer was empty except fobig cardboard box with a
black lid, wrapped in two thick rubber bands. Diadgdted the box out of the drawer.
“God, what's in here, bricks?” he said. Over Jaskabjections, Dale peeled off the
rubber bands and knocked away the box’s lid.

The box was full to the very tip of its brim withews of money. Fifty-dollar bills,
sorted and wrapped in thin slips of paper.

At first Jackie assumed that she was looking aapether toy. Surely the money

in the box had come with a board game. Surelyeflebked at the bills more closely
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she’d notice that the ink was off-color, that tfaer was too thick or too thin, that the
faces on the bills were cross-eyed with their t@sgsticking out. But no. Ulysses Grant
frowned up at her looking somewhat skeptical butat@ll silly. In contrast to the
monochromes of Monopoly money, on these bills sloétdes of purple, blue, green,
yellow, and red gradated from one edge of the pegp#re other. These bills were
genuine. Jackie’s mind reeled, trying to grasp hoawy bills there were in the box. She
thought there must be thousands, and she thouglfittbbse guess-how-many-jelly-
beans-in-the-jar contests she had lost for underasng.

“We found the sugar money,” Nielson said.

Jackie had almost forgotten Nielson was theree“What money?” she asked.

Nielson opened his mouth, but then his eyes shifighe side, as if he’d thought
better of saying what he was going to say. “Itsearet,” he whispered.

“That’s okay,” Jackie whispered back. “We won'l.teShe bent down to
Nielson’s eye-level and asked, “Have you seenrtitosey before?”

Nielson nodded. “Mommy and Daddy were in theirmoand they had all these
bags of sugar on the bed,” Nielson explained. “#rely had money. And | came in and
asked why they had bags of sugar in their roomalee they always tell me don’t eat on
the carpet. And they said it was a secret and del’anybody.”

Jackie sincerely hoped her suspicions were inctrbeit she didn’t see how they
could be. She looked up at Dale. Holy crap, Daleitinved at her over Nielson’s head.

Jackie turned back to Nielson and asked, “Did taste the sugar?”

Nielson shook his head. “Daddy said it was badsalgar and | should only eat

the sugar in the kitchen,” he reported. “Pleasétday | told you.”
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“We won't,” Jackie said. “Why don’t you go get Tahd Annabelle and we’ll all
play Candy Land in the living room?”

Nielson scampered off.

“Holy crap,” Dale said.

Jackie retrieved the box lid and rubber bandstassed them into Dale’s arms.
“I'll distract the kids,” she said, “you put thisbk.” She fled from the room, gathered the
children together, and flung herself into theiryplath forced gusto.

By the time the Lankins got home, Dale and Jaakiet the kids had played four
games of Candy Land and six rounds of charadekieJaeard with a strange mixture of
relief and anxiety the squeal and click of the Liaekkey turning in the front door—
relief because she would be leaving soon, anxietabse the interval between now and
then would be excruciatingly awkward for her.

Mrs. Lankin was a short woman with shoulder-lerigdck hair in large loose
curls. She had very large, very bright teeth thatrpded a bit when she smiled, which
was often. Mr. Lankin was tall, square-jawed argholshaven, with plastic-rimmed
glasses and thin hair—good-looking in a middle-agd of way. Jackie introduced Dale
to them and explained why he was there. Mrs. Lahkimded Jackie her money—ten
dollars an hour. The Lankins had always paid w@dlcourse, Jackie now knew, they
could obviously afford to. The Lankin children hia#ten a liking to Dale, and Annabelle
and T.J. each latched onto one of his legs to ptevien from going. Once the children

had been pried from Dale’s limbs, he and Jackie lef
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They waited until they were both safely insidekiels old Mazda and out of the
Lankins’ driveway before either of them spoke. HnBale said, “Dude. You babysit for
drug lords.”

“Don’t exaggerate,” said Jackie, flicking on har’s turn signal. “This is serious
enough already. Kids are involved.” She checkedspee=dometer—too fast. She pumped
at the brakes lightly. “Look. I'm going to tell ndad about the situation, but I think it's
best if we don’t say anything about this to anyelse just now. Okay?”

“Actually...l'd really appreciate it if you didn’tdl anyone.”

“Why? What are you talking about?”

Dale peeled open one of the pockets on his caagtspVelcro crackling, and
withdrew one—two—four wads of money.

“Are you insane!” Jackie yelled after pulling bamhto the road. The rage she
now felt was a cross between the way she felt veinencaught her baby cousin playing
with rat poison and the way she felt last summeemiher friends made her stand lookout
while they stole a street sign, only times a thadséames a million, and minus any thrill
that engaging in minor misbehavior might give tizale was an idiot, and if anyone
asked, no connections existed between him andherwas not friends with this boy,
she did not know this boy, and she had never emexd for an instant the idea of making
out with this boy. Oh God, had he really broughtgdmoney into her car? Inteer car?

Dale tried to assure her that they had no respiitgito tell anyone about the
“sugar” money, but Jackie would have none of it.

“It's not like they were growing weed or somethitigis is cocaine, this is a hard

drug—"
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“Could be heroin,” Dale said, not sounding paittacly concerned. By this time
he had opened another pocket and withdrawn fiveéxamore wads of money. “Or
anthrax, if you want to get technical.”

“Whatever!” Jackie said. “My point is those kidsutd find it accidentally, like
Nielson did—"

“I doubt it,” Dale interrupted. “The Lankins aread parents. | guarantee you,
they've stashed their stuff out of reach. You maliam splitting this with you, right?”
he said, flipping the stack of bills through hisgers like one of those animation flip
books everyone collected in the fifth grade.

“Oh, no,” said Jackie, bringing the car to an awakavhalt in front of Dale’s
house. “Keep your stolen drug money. Or bettergigt it back.” Jackie had failed to
realize until now that she’d been babysitting threrg people.

Dale stuffed the cash back into his pockets andtsd. “Yeah, sure. ‘Sorry | took
your crack money, Mr. and Mrs. Lankin, here it&k again.’ | ain’t that stupid.”

“You were stupid to take the money in the firsiqd.”

“Maybe,” Dale said, opening the door and sliding. 6But what's done is did. So
itd be awesome if you didn’t say anything. Pledse?

Jackie was more profoundly irritated than she cewier remember being. But
she knew she couldn’t say anything that would gaelnto so much trouble. “Fine,” she
said, “but I'm not taking any of that cash.”

“Suit yourself,” Dale said, and shut the door.

141



The following week, at her parents’ insistencekiatook a job at the Sonic off
the highway, carrying food to customers’ cars dlerskates. Sometimes her friends
showed up to make fun of her uniform and purchhshges. Sometimes her parents’
friends would show up and tip her extravagantlysBe wasn’t too surprised one evening
when one of the other employees told her a custbiaerequested for her specifically to
bring the food out. She just didn’t imagine tha tustomer in question would be Mrs.
Lankin.

Jackie hadn’t seen Mrs. Lankin since that Monday weeks ago, and now here
she was, smiling with her big bleached teeth frahiihd the steering wheel of her Buick.
Mrs. Lankin waved, and in light of her apparengmidliness, and in this setting—a warm
summer gloaming, surrounded by luminescent mentdsppop music descending softly
from some unseen speaker in the ceiling and damittylegs brushing themselves gently
against the light bulbs— Jackie’s apprehensiorisity. She skated to Mrs. Lankins’
car and said hello Mrs. Lankin with a bright, psgmnal smile.

Jackie held the bag out for Mrs. Lankin to takesMrankin took the bag and set
it aside in the passenger’s seat, then grabbeddidlackie’s wrist and pulled Jackie
deeper into the car’s interior, so that their fazese mere inches apart. Jackie’s roller
skates slipped and she banged her knee agairstithef the car.

“We know what you did,” Mrs. Lankin said.

Jackie willed herself to believe that Mrs. Lanlas referring to anything but
what Jackie thought she was referring to. “Excus@m

“We want it back,” Mrs. Lankin said. “All of it.”
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Mrs. Lankin had long fingernails. Jackie felt themessing into her skin. “I don’t
know what you mean—" she started.

“Cut the bullshit,” said Mrs. Lankin, softly andlmly. “You took it. You're the
only one who could have taken it. You and youlditiverly coiffed friend.”

Jackie’s left foot was splayed painfully to thdesat an unnatural angle. She
struggled to get back on her feet, but the rokate wheels kept slipping from
underneath her. “I didn’t take anything, Mrs. Lamki swear to God | didn't...”

“You think you have something on us? You think reeifraid of you, little girl?”
Mrs. Lankin said. “We could crush you like a bug.”

Jackie tried to twist her hand out of Mrs. Lankigrip, but Mrs. Lankin just dug
her nails in harder and yanked Jackie’s torso ridlginto the car. The only thing
keeping Jackie from panicking altogether was tleekhShe thought about calling for
help, but somehow the idea seemed absurd and siseles

“I want my money back,” said Mrs. Lankin. “Whatew®u spent, | want it back.”

“l can get it to you,” said Jackie, “but it miglatke me a little time.”

“Come to my house Friday at three o’clock sharp.eXouses.” With that Mrs.
Lankin let go of Jackie’s wrist, and Jackie wemasyging onto the sidewalk. She felt the
concrete and pebbles pound and scratch into heserflesh. Her wrist was moist and
sore. The skin on her legs was stippled red antevamd burning, and after a moment
little specks of blood rose to the surface. A loash-white strip of flesh hung tenuously
from the palm of one hand.

“You should wear knee and elbow pads,” Mrs. Lardatied out the window

before driving away.
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For a long while Jackie just sat on the sidewdtierg she had fallen. Too many
parts of her body throbbed and stung for her tavoare of them all. She felt like one big
throb and sting. The shock had not worn off, bt wfas cognizant enough to realize that
after three o’clock on Friday something awful wasng to befall her. After several
minutes she pulled off her roller skates and limpelder sock feet back to the hamburger
stand. The manager started to yell at her, demgrdiknow where she’d been all this
time, until he saw her bleeding legs. She told ima had tripped and fallen, and he
begrudgingly told her to go home.

She had to hold the steering wheel at an awkwagtedo avoid irritating the
peeling part of her palm. When she got home she stesight to her room, rebuffing her
parents’ inquiries. She emptied half a tube of eos onto all the parts of her that were
gaping, then turned out the lamp and lay on topenfbed, eyes open in the dark. Her
body still ached, but internally she remained nuBtie crawled into dark, quiet coolness

like a temporary shelter, blocked out all thoughts] waited for dawn.
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CHAPTER IX

SMOKING LOON

About half an hour ago, Jeannine noticed Mrs. Eielgliding away on her golf
cart, heading down Holly Drive in the direction®if Patrick’s. Just as well. Jeannine
suspects that the old lady does not like her. 8ég to comfort herself with the idea that
Mrs. Enclade would not like anyone who bought thaede, a white camelback shotgun
with an addition in the oldest subdivision of Ledlar a house formerly shared by Mrs.
Enclade and her son. Maybe the old lady doesnikdigeannine so much as she dislikes
the situation, sharing the house with a strangtterAll, before her son sold the place
and moved to Chicago, Mrs. Enclade was a homemahkdrnow the right of residency
clause in the housing contract has turned herth@duman equivalent of the free toaster
you used to receive when you opened a bank accelaybe she simply needs time to
adjust. But Jeannine senses tension in the bridk tiat are Mrs. Enclade’s only form of
greeting, in the rigidity of her spine when sheeddip and down the street in her golf
cart, and above all in her reticence, and Jearirasa feeling that the source of the

tension is personal. The feeling is brutally faanili
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Two quick taps on a car horn summon Jeannine térdiné porch. She pads
across the floorboards, grateful again that Mrgl&de is not here, saving her the
awkwardness of making introductions. By the time stosses the threshold and hooks
her arm around the left porch post, her sistegimtas already emerged from a blue
Honda Civic, all angles in a thigh-length summartsi giant Macy’s bag in each hand,
Linette teeters across Jeannine’s lawn in silvtatsies with an overabundance of
leatherish straps. At forty-three Linette is twasgeolder than Jeannine, but she looks
five years younger and dresses fifteen years yaudgannine wonders briefly where her
own shoes, a pair of podiatrist-approved New Baarthat might be called “sensible” if
they weren't rainbow-colored, have disappeared e porch feels hot and sticky against
her bare feet.

Dishware clatters against dishware as Linettetsst$lacy’s bags down on the
porch steps. She pulls Jeannine in for a hug. Jeaugets a big whiff of Chanel No. 5.
“Have | told you how chére you are to do this fa1hLinette says.

“Once or twice,” Jeannine says, and the hug enidetie was going to host her
daughter’s bridal shower tomorrow, but two weeks aigpette’s husband, Jeannine’s
brother Gabe, found a winged termite on the winddhof their McMansion—they live
in the new development across the railroad traeéshifurcate the town. The Orkin man
came by and confirmed that they were looking atdespread infestation and damage in
the tens of thousands of dollars. So Linette callmhnine and said I'm so sorry to ask
but would you. And Jeannine said yes, of coursatwiere friends for.

Linette takes a step back and gives the facadeerftth once-over. “I'd forgotten

how bright it was,” she says. She means the p&infjbis past February Jeannine painted
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the bulk of the house a sharp purple color, witlttglns and doorjambs in orange and
porch posts the color of lemon peel. She also ad&at cerulean on the gingerbread and
scarlet on the window mullions, but that would haeen since the last time Linette came
over.

In spite of the fact that they live in the samemnpwinette has been here only
twice in the eight months since Jeannine took slemce. Back in January Linette
delivered a tin of house-warming pralines, and anddarch, shortly after the second
coat of paint went up, the whole family came oaer event without precedent or
replication, triggered by an argument between Jearsmd Gabe. Jeannine accused her
brother of not visiting their father enough, and tbllowing week Linette called and said
why don’t they all get together this Sunday? Ifnteae would lend the house, then
Linette would bring the food. The five of them—Jese, Gabe, their father, Linette, and
Linette and Gabe’s daughter Clarissa—crowded tegeththe twelve-by-fifteen living
room. They made sandwiches from white mountairs ratid a spiral ham and ate them
off of Chinet plates, along with potato salad aneblk-and-bake chocolate chip cookies.
The afternoon was, Jeannine thought, lovely in maays, even if there was a certain
artificiality about it, a palpable sense that fer brother’s family the visit was at least as
much a duty to be accomplished as a pleasure takiea. Even so. Jeannine hopes
they’ll gather again some time.

Linette’s eyes trail gradually from blue gingerlada yellow porch post to
orange door jamb to purple house. “Gosh, it's brigshe says. From some unseen
location down the street, a motorcycle explodes lifie. Jeannine’s spine jerks upward.

She has heard this motorcycle nearly every dath®past eight months, but she never
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fails to jump at the sound, never fails to feettitd by the suddenness of the noise or by

the aggression in the engine’s hum.

One morning when Jeannine was eight and Gabe stv@nfather made them
pancakes from a boxed mix and said their mothergeasy to be gone for a while.

Jeannine remembers the moment, or thinks she dabdyper-real exactitude:
her father’s face like an open wound above thénknctable, the network of dingy
rosebushes sprawling across the wallpaper behindthe golden-brown pool of excess
Aunt Jemima’s forming a perfect disk on her bluasried plate. That was the morning
Jeannine lost her taste for maple syrup.

“How long will she be gone?” someone asked. Inthemory Jeannine feels the
words formed by her own mouth, but she hears thgoken in Gabe’s childish voice.

Their father said he didn’t know how long. “Wheseshe going?” Again, the
speaker is unknown. Jeannine feels certain thaasked this question, but Gabe, the two
of them discovered over a shared bottle of Abitab&none late night on a porch step a
decade and a half later, feels just as certainthatsked.

“Your mom just needs some time to figure things ailmeir father said. Before
she left, their mother put a note next to the aofiet, but their father did not tell
Jeannine or Gabe about this note until years leeg, after he had poked the note
through the slats of their charcoal grill and cabkergers. When college-aged Jeannine
asked what the note had said, he pressed his g@ether, gripped his coffee mug tight
like the safety bar of a roller coaster, and redusetell her, and she did not press him.

Nevertheless, she remained convinced that herrfegth®mbered the note down to the
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last word, down to the last ink blot, and his rédunce to speak about the note’s contents
confirmed her fear that whatever the note had wasl hurtful in the extreme, that her
father's memory of the note, even more than hehertd absence, was what leeched him
of his former energy and made him never quite gphas he used to be. The note took
on the aura of a tribal fetish, a secret she daicad not want to know.

Only now in adulthood did Jeannine realize how msicength that morning must
have taken from her father, how terribly brave leswand how inept he must have felt.
At the time all she knew was his assertion—thait thether needed time to figure things
out— made no sense. How much time? Figure whagshowit? If their mother needed to
figure things out, why couldn’t she figure them aght here?

The words were no more comprehensible to Gabethienwere to her, but Gabe
latched onto them desperately, seeming to thinkttieawords were a kind of rope and if
he just grabbed hold of them with all his strengttmeone would pull him up out of the
chaos and give him whatever magic he needed to selse of the situation—or better
yet, his mother would come back and there woulddsituation of which he would have
to make sense. Gabe repeated the words to evelngosew for the rest of the day. His
second grade teacher, the school librarian, SralRgshe man who delivered plastic
pouches of milk to the cafeteria: all of them regeelithe news that his mother was taking
time to figure things out.

For the first week Jeannine was afraid to leavéhthese. If she left her mother
might come back and, finding the family gone, leagain. So Jeannine stayed home and
kept a constant lookout. Every Saturday morningcéingbed onto the pink seat of her

bicycle and circled the area in front of their laihe didn’t dare go far, not even as far
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as the cul-de-sac some ten houses down the robiohsbead stuck to the twenty feet or
so between the basketball hoop on the left an@irdhé@ydrant on the right. She started
checking the mail as soon as she arrived home eftawnoon, a practice she continued
out of habit through middle school and high scheual all the years of young adulthood
she spent at home, long after she resigned heostié fact that there would be no letter,
no postcard, nothing.

After about a month she stopped asking when Mansaceming home. She
reasoned that every good or important thing theteheer happened to her happened
when she was not paying attention, and so she ttedberately, to stop paying attention.
Of course, the task was impossible. The act oftryo forget a thing necessarily
involved remembering that very thing. In any ca$es realized, the reasoning behind her
strategy was flawed: she had not been paying atemthen her mother left. Still, she
was able to consign her mother’'s memory to thedaners of her mind, where it
remained ineluctable but silent, well-behaved. &hddn’t exorcise the ghost, but she
could stop it from moaning and breaking the winduames.

Gabe had always been smarter than she was, asypiferof his initial attachment
to the words of their father’'s explanation, he gagehope more quickly than she did. He
became testy, difficult to play with on those irasigly rare occasions when Jeannine
could entice him to play. He started mouthing offtie teacher and picking fights with
his classmates. Eventually Sr. Rosalie sent himehaith a suspension and a copy of the
Serenity prayer. “He has a rigid sense of justiGster told their father over the phone.
When Jeannine heard the phrase, she wanted to u&evas brittle with umbrage over

Gabe’s recent behavior, and she hated to heabdaivior described in a manner just
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two shades shy of praise. Gabe’s so-called senssstafe had nothing to do with
anything. If Gabe was really so concerned withigesthe wouldn’t, just when she was

sick with grief from the loss of her mother, malex feel she’d lost her brother, too.

After stashing the cut-glass platters in one ohda®e’s empty cabinets, Linette
notices the newspaper lying open to the classifedthe kitchen table and asks about the
job search. Jeannine says something vague andistitiabout the number of
applications she’s filled out, but the truth is tble search isn’t going as well as she
would like. In fact, the job search is not “goiraf’all, has been at a complete standstill
since the interview she bombed in June.

She arrived at the interview sweating in one ofséeond-hand Lane Bryant
pencil skirts a post-diet Linette gave her. Obie accord her left leg bounced up and
down like a jackhammer as she sat in the receptiea and practiced answers in her
head, running through spiels about her experientieedbank that had just laid her off
and her reputable community college degrees in @mwadhfinance. She was interviewing
for an accounting job in the administrative offafethe local hospital, and Jeannine’s
nerves were in part due to her conviction thatdhevas perfect-perfect— for her.

After the handshaking was over, the intervieweteskinto their swivel chairs and
asked the first question. She stuttered and babBleelfelt her sweat get sweatier. After
two drinks of water her voice still sounded likbad Tom Waits impression. The
guestions became easier as the interview progrelsgethat made no difference. Her
confidence was shaken to a point beyond recovedyJaannine could do nothing but sit

in that conference room and listen to herself varmpinonsensical answers to every single
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softball question. She wishes that getting a jabrdit require an interview. She does not
know how to make people like her in less than amho

The women return to the living room through the valigned doors. Jeannine
watches her sister-in-law’s face contract with @nication as she stands in the center of
the room and slowly revolves, taking in the dédartical blinds dangle off-kilter in
front of the sash window. Cattycorner from the vawg a beige sofa Jeannine picked up
at a garage sale, one of the few articles of furaitn the house that aren’'t Mrs.
Enclade’s, sits flush with the wall. Between safid avindow there’s a defunct fireplace.
Linette’s eyes and sensibilities have been shatpbyea two-year subscription kouse
Beautiful and Jeannine finds herself unexpectedly feelkegdhe’s on trial. “Shall we
finish cleaning up?” Linette says.

Jeannine’s mood abruptly drops an increment, ltkteesone popped one or two of
the balloons keeping it afloat. She tells Linette thought she had finished cleaning up.

“What about those?” says Linette, and she nodsribtiee wine bottles crowded
on the mantelpiece.

Jeannine haltingly explains that those bottles’ateash. They're decoration. She
likes the labels. One night she finished off soim@donnay and couldn’t bring herself to
throw out the bottle. She’d bought the chardonnmagipely because she liked the label, a
print she didn’t know the name of that depictedregsionist water lilies. So she just left
the bottle on the table. Once she used the batttevase for sunflowers. Ever since then,
she chooses which wine to buy based on the labdlsyarying results in terms of taste.
Right now the bottles on the mantelpiece have amartheme. There are bottles of

Black Swan, Smoking Loon, Monkey Bay, and LittlenBein. Just last week she added
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the kangaroo frozen in mid-jump on her Yellowtdilraz and the hippopotamus planting
his haunches on the white square of Fat Bastaslit@hks of it as her own version of
the Glass Menagerie, but she doesn’t say thisrtetta. In fact she doesn’t say anything
to Linette, because Linette has that full, closeaklon her face, that look of potential
energy she gets when she can’t think of how tossayething nicely. An acute
embarrassment seizes hold of Jeannine. All at sheeealizes how tacky keeping
empties on the shelf is. She must look like sher®adiving room furnished by a
homeless person. But even more than she feels essbad, Jeannine feels angry,
because she hates nothing more than she hatesciiada@dvice, all the more so when
the advice is correct.

Linette used to be fat. Twenty-odd years ago,gusiv months before she
graduated from college, Jeannine went to a gathe@finvomen friends at Linette’'s
apartment, dinner and drinks and a card game. Afpoint Linette looked as if she were
about to meld, but instead she pulled in her cdegged them against the tabletop, and
said, “I have wasted my youth.” This wasted youktiuded graduating valedictorian of
her high school class and summa cum laude froreg®llThe day after the card game
Linette joined Weight Watchers and bought copieSaithern LivingandReal Simple
Magazineat the grocery store. In the months that followkd appeared more and more
infrequently in her old costume of jeans and lolegged T-shirts and instead favored
skirts and blouses. Her shoes became trendietasterin jewelry more understated. She
seemed by turns happier than she used to be areimtable. Phrases like “vintage
eclectic” crept into her vocabulary. When she amathéstarted dating that spring, Linette

attributed the development to her changing appeard®ersonally Jeannine thought that
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Gabe had spent the past five or six years cargisecret torch for Linette. He must have
liked her decisiveness, her punctilious natureettenhad a blueprint for everything and a
leadership personality. You could depend on a pelike that. At the same time, right
now in the middle of her tiny living room, Jeanniinals those same qualities brusque
and judgmental, and she wishes they were tempébedvdth—what? Not compassion:
Jeannine doesn’t want anyone’s pity. Maybe justléngness to mind her own business.

Mercifully, the whir of a golf cart returning upetldrive interrupts the awkward
silence. Linette crosses to the window and pulideasne of the blinds. “Is that...?” she
asks.

“Mmhm,” says Jeannine.

Together they watch Mrs. Enclade shuffle up thewalk toward the back of the
house, her cane preceding her every other steph&hene of those canes with the
handle sloping up and out like the head and beakflaimingo. Mrs. Enclade still wears
a mantilla to Mass, despite a distance of halfrawrg from Vatican Il. Beneath the black
lace, and regardless of her advanced age, Mrsaéisl hair is still dark and stops just
between her shoulder blades. Jeannine doesn’t iskEnclade dyes her hair, because
the color variegates, and because the hair, thdadtj is rather dull, as if age has
depleted the hair’s luster but left the color intac

When Mrs. Enclade’s son still lived here, he blét a little house all her own in
the extensive backyard. The terms of the contriaet lgrs. Enclade free access to the
whole property, but Jeannine hardly ever seeslthavoman in the main house. She
herself went into Mrs. Enclade’s little house oahce, when she’d first moved in. The

place was dark, muffled sunlight from sheathed wimsl backlighting everything, the
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smell of Pine-Sol and potpourri thick in the airvase of blue marbles and silk larkspur
shared the coffee table with an old green glasdgraghThe sofa, off-white with a cherry-
colored floral pattern, had thin curled legs thuatked too rickety to support much
weight, so Jeannine kept her one-hundred-and-eggtgn pounds on her feet. In any
case, Mrs. Enclade did not ask her to sit. Jearloolesd forward to meeting Mrs.
Enclade— she had always liked old people— but sh&wervous, as she usually was
meeting a new person, and Mrs. Enclade was so lingpreplied to her inquiries so
shortly, in a voice that was so quiet but so céat unwavering, that Jeannine could not
figure out how to sustain the conversation or & skien wanted to. So after a very short
visit she excused herself and hasn’t been badkeitiittle house since.

By this time Mrs. Enclade has stepped out of viéawyn the side of the main
house toward her little place out back. The shoerolinette returns to business. “Do
you mind if | toss these out?”

“Oh, no,” Jeannine says, though she does. Withyetemk and clink of a bottle
dropping into the kitchen trash can, the knot ianfene’s chest pulls a little tighter.
She’s been keeping a bottle of Elephant Hill pimait in the pantry. She thought that
bottle would complete the set. Throwing the botdasnow, without the missing piece,
deprives her of the chance to see them all togedh&ght that might make her feel in

some small way satisfied.

Jeannine has exactly one unambiguously happy meafdrgr mother. She was
five years old. Her mother sat in the bench swingh@ front lawn, pale legs crossed

beneath her, toddler Gabe wedged against herik&la puzzle piece. Her mother had
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big black glasses and a pert, pink mouth. Her talaaiywas pulled tight and high behind
her. The back of her head pullulated crisp goldieglets, abundant and haphazard as
kudzu vines.

The memory begins with her mother starting to $Bige’ll Be Coming ‘Round
the Mountain.” For some forgotten five-year-oldéason, Jeannine was angry at her that
afternoon. So every time their mother assertedtiiegatemale in question would, in fact,
be coming around the mountain when she came, Jearaid petulantly, “No, she
won't.” The first time she said this, Gabe and tmeother both started to laugh. Jeannine
was surprised to discover that she, too, foundadded lyric funny, increasingly funny as
Gabe and Mama laughed harder the second and ithiecshe said the phrase. Her anger
evaporated. All of them started laughing togethad Jeannine crawled up onto the
bench swing and buried her head in the soft fofdeeo mother’s belly, and this was her
favorite part of the memory, the memory of her neothfaded orange T-shirt soft
against her cheek, and most of all the memory ohiaher’'s smell, that smell of equal
parts chicken gravy and vegetable oil. Jeanninajgyaimprovisation became the family
joke, and after that afternoon they never sangtimg any other way.

So much for happy memories. Every other reminisegl@annine has of her
mother is fraught with ambiguity. Always there whe sense that something was wrong,
and the refrain of her childhood was the queryg40ou mad at me?” The answer was
always no, of course not. But even as a child Jearsould detect the disconnection
between her mother’s reassurances and the arngighlabhwhich she seemed to keep her
children. When they kissed her cheek, she shrack &#dittle. Her mother’s hugs were

hugs the way stage whispers were whispers. Shedvamghsionally put her arms around
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Jeannine and Gabe, but she wouldn’t squeeze, wopldss them to her, and if they
tried to crush themselves into her hip or the plaftes on her chest and abdomen, she
would simultaneously pat their shoulders and phsimtaway. That was one reason why
Jeannine cherished that memory of the bench svaimguseh; never again had she come
so close to her mother and not been pushed awayd@&leloped an almost maniacal
craving for her mother’s smell and touch, a cravimat stayed with her all of her life.
One winter evening when she was sixteen she wemfried chicken restaurant with a
group of school friends. When she walked out ofdhkkness and wind into the
restaurant’s heat and orange light, the overpowesimell of oil combined with the
sudden warmth shoved the image of her mother iatortind, graphic as a car wreck.
She had to lock herself in a bathroom stall andhtber breaths up to sixty before she
was steady enough to rejoin her friends at theetabl

Recently, though, Jeannine has had to confrorpaksibility that she’s foisting
unhappiness onto those other memories. Maybe #tastit her memory-mother displays
for her is a product of retrospect, a prophecyrdfte fact. Gabe does not remember their
mother pushing them away at all. That, for Gabes part of what made their mother’s
departure so devastating—the fact that nobody avalbandonment coming, the fact
that her disappearance was so utterly unexpectkcarplicable. “Everything was

fine,” he said, “until one day it wasn'’t.”

By ten o’clock that night Jeannine is about twadhiof the way through the
Elephant pinot. The rest of the menagerie is bgckruthe mantelpiece; she went and

rescued the bottles from the garbage can right diteer, peanut butter and jelly
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scooped from the same jar and slathered generoosiWheat Thins. If Linette doesn’t
want the menagerie in the house, oh frickin wahelkte can deal.

Jeannine drinks regularly, but she has been drahkamce in her life, back in
her junior year of college. A commuter to a schafatommuter students and too shy to
linger long after class and make friends, Jeanmissed out on the traditional
exploratory aspects of college life. Realizing slas about to turn twenty-one, she went
one night to a bar three blocks from campus arditted sporty blond bartender that she
had never been drunk before and wanted to know druakenness felt like, so what did
she recommend? The bartender amenably broughtdesies of JAgermeisters. Jeannine
downed them methodically and without much enjoym8he’d had cough syrups that
tasted better to her. Furthermore, with every dsh& became more and more depressed.
By the time Linette showed up to drive her homandéne was wondering if you were
allowed to write a suicide note even if you hadmention of actually committing
suicide. When she sobered up the next morningfedheven worse; she realized with a
surge of shame that she’d spent the evening spetvngnost contemptible self-pity at
whoever would listen. The sporty bartender, thebaldi guys in oversized polo shirts
lurking around the pool table, the Dennis Quaidédixe and his girlfriend with the
blond highlights and loud freckles, to all of thehe’d turned and said with the
melancholy air of one imparting a deep dark existetruth that the world belonged to
the mean kids on the playground at school. You Wwente and your father told you it
was all right, that before you knew it you’d grow and never have to see those kids
again, those kids who picked you last for volleybald called you fatass and told you

that even your own mother didn’t like you, but wigatur father forgot, or omitted to
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spare you more suffering, was that those kids gnewoo, those kids follow you
everywhere and they are Legion, and sometimeslithein your own house or they take
up all the space in your head so you can neveagay. After that Jeannine limited
herself to one glass a night.

But tonight she doesn’t care how maudlin she dg&te. wants to wallow. She
refills her glass. How come some lucky bastardskdand feel better instead of worse,
she wonders? “Drink until hilarity,” her brotheragsto say as a preface to his post-
college binges. He was quoting one of the saintsuifag, she thinks. That quote was
the extent of her brother’s religious practice oheanoved out of the house. Jeannine
continues to go to church every Sunday and has glbher life, though she doesn’t pray
outside of church. More often than not the wordthefMass float by her,
uncomprehended, but still she goes. This, she sgspts what people are talking about
when they speak contemptuously of “empty rituat¢drdnine sees their point, but she also
thinks that empty ritual is all an empty person twagive. She believes in going through
the motions if the motions are all you can do.

She raises the glass to her lips and at once thaneietallic crash right outside
the back door. Her wine glass topples. She freaaddets the wine creep across the
table. She thinks of prowlers, rapists, and, ehengh she does not believe in them,
ghosts.

Still scared, but realizing that she can't justhdtéhere forever, she creeps over to
the kitchen window and pulls down one of the blindshe gray haze of the porch light,
she can make out Mrs. Enclade lying on her sideargrass, struggling ineffectually to

get up.

159



For a second Jeannine wonders stupidly what MrslaBe is doing out there on
the ground, and then her brain kicks into geartaltsl her no, moron, she’s in trouble.
“Oh shit,” she says out loud. She flies throughlihek door and down the back steps.

“Do you need help?” Jeannine says. Well duh.

“Just a bit,” says Mrs. Enclade, her tone flat amaded. “Get me into a sitting
position, will you? | feel like a frazzling turtle.

Jeannine reaches down, feeling a little foolish anklward. Mrs. Enclade catches
hold of her arms, and between the two of them thagage to get Mrs. Enclade sitting
up. A little dribble of blood slides down the sidEeMrs. Enclade’s face.

“Oh, shit, you're bleeding,” says Jeannine. Norpnahe wouldn’t curse in front
of an old lady, but the situation seems to megtwlord and the pinot has loosened her
tongue.

“Honey, I'm the one bleeding, so you calm down ysalrs. Enclade. Jeannine
hasn't heard Mrs. Enclade’s voice for so long 8ta’s surprised by how deep the voice
is. “Are you loaded?” the old woman asks.

Jeannine is about to object when she feels theartof the wine, sweet and
stale on her tongue. “I have drunk until hilaritygannine says, though of course she
does not feel the least bit hilarious.

“Okay,” says Mrs. Enclade, seeming to decide tliatity is sober enough for the
moment. “Pull me up.” She lifts her arms towardnieae. Mrs. Enclade has frightfully
skinny arms, and Jeannine fears that if she pudisittoo hard they’ll snap like stalks of

celery. She takes hold of an elbow and gives dbaited tug. When she looks at Mrs.
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Enclade’s face, she is surprised to see her maushed with amusement. “You’re gonna
have to do better than that,” says Mrs. Enclade.

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t. Now pull.”

Jeannine plants her right foot behind her, tightegrsgrip on Mrs. Enclade’s arm,
and pulls, lifting from the legs. There’s a momethien it seems that Mrs. Enclade is
going to slip, and the old woman exhales sharpty@uatches Jeannine’s sleeve, but soon
she’s on her feet, leaning heavily on Jeannineuptight. Together they walk haltingly
toward the little house. A frog on the doormat jnapit of their way just ahead of their
final footfall.

Luckily the door is already unlocked, so Jeannialle to wrench the knob to
the right with one hand while steadying Mrs. Eneladth the other. When they get
inside Mrs. Enclade directs Jeannine to that spisdfa she remembers from her first
and last visit, then tells her there’s rubbing hAtwcand Band-Aids in the bathroom down
the hall, last door on the left.

Jeannine switches on a wall light. At the end efltlallway a small table holds a
framed picture of the Sacred Heart and a votivelleaencased in red plastic. She’s never
seen this picture before. This is not the doe-dyedd effeminate Jesus hanging up in
the parish cry room, although he’s not what shalla macho Jesus either. This Jesus
looks more Jewish, with dark hair that’s a littleruly rather than the smooth wheat-
colored curls she’s used to. He has heavy eyebrblws.Jesus, Jeannine senses more
acutely than she ever has before, is smarter thaissHe’'ll listen to what she has to say,

but he may or may not believe what she says. Therpamphlet folded accordion style
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next to and exactly perpendicular with the can@éannine lifts up the top fold of the
pamphlet so she can see the title: a novena td@tica.

Jeannine retrieves the rubbing alcohol and a Zip&ag of cotton balls from the
medicine cabinet (she looks quickly for hair dye énds none) and walks back down
the hallway and through the foyer into the livimpm where Mrs. Enclade waits,
slumped back on the sofa. At Jeannine’s approach Efriclade pulls herself forward,
gripping the sofa’s arm for support. Jeannine shdkie alcohol and cotton balls at the
old lady, who looks bemusedly back up at her. ®aézes of course the woman’s not
going to apply this stuff herself; she can’t se=wound. “Do you want me to...?” she
asks, and tilts the brown bottle of rubbing alcabatk and forth as a way of finishing the
sentence.

“I think that would be best,” says Mrs. Enclade.

Jeannine sets her supplies down on the coffee &aolgoulls up a chair. She has
never cleaned anyone else’s wound before. Shettriesnember how her father
bandaged them up when she and Gabe were childrenpthing comes to mind, and in
any case he was a Neosporin man. Jeannine unsitreakohol, presses a cotton ball
against the open mouth of the bottle, and tiltstibitle over, cringing as she spills some
liquid on the table. She scooches her chair cltustre sofa and senses Mrs. Enclade
bracing herself. Then she nervously presses thiercball against the bloody spot on the
old woman'’s cheek. A little spasm twitches across.MEnclade’s face, and her fingers
curl tight around the sofa’s arm, but she doesayta word.

Jeannine’s fingers shake a little as she peelBamel-Aid and smoothes it over

the cut. The flesh beneath the center pad of thddgge feels soft and squishy, like an
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overripe peach. She leans back. Somehow Mrs. Em&badtts more vulnerable now, with
that khaki-colored rectangle plastered across heel than she did when the gash bled
uninhibited down her face. At once, and not, skspsats, altogether reasonably,
Jeannine feels a certain kinship for this old womwéh her bleeding face and her prayers
to the patron saint of mothers with disappointihddren. She thought the woman didn’t
like her, but what evidence does she have of thally?

After returning the first aid items to the medicicabinet, Jesus looking as gently
skeptical as ever, Jeannine asks Mrs. Encladeiiéth anything else she needs. The
words are out of her mouth before she realizes sbend like an exit line, and she’s not
altogether sure she wants to exit. For one thimgdslesn’t want to be rude, and for
another there’s nothing for her in the house betdtegs of the pinot. Mrs. Enclade asks
would it be too much trouble for Jeannine to gotgetcane, which is still out lying on
the grass where she fell. Of course it wouldn’te Bir outside is hot and heavy and still.
When she hands the cane over to Mrs. Enclade aheiénleaves a metallic scent on her
fingers.

“Thank you, Jeannine,” the old woman says.

“You're welcome.”

“Take care.”

And as much as she wants to stay, the finalithasé¢ phrases keeps Jeannine
from lingering. She crosses to the foyer and opleasloor. For a moment she stands on
the threshold, letting the indoor lamplight andatede coolness mingle with the humming
of frogs. After she closes the door behind her,sdhrds and glances around like a person

deciding what to do and where to go next. Whicsillg, because she knows exactly
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where to go next and that's the big house somevanfelet away from her. Where else is
there to go?
*kk

Early the next morning Linette returns. She goemiathe final preparations
quickly and efficiently, straightening tableclotiisd arranging cut fruit and grape
clusters on tiered platters. Jeannine swallowsanyas she lays out the flatware. Her
sleep last night was spotty at best, and now ghgigy to cobble together some energy
and cheerfulness. She doesn’t want to seem uneastiosat her niece’s bridal shower.

Clarissa and her bridesmaids are the first to arffhey squish together on the
sofa, all five of them coiffed and pleasantly ifimidatingly pretty. Clarissa is the
prettiest and the most slovenly, her flaxen haokstg out from its pins in a way that
seems careless and perfect at the same time. fisidagighter has the cadence and
musicality of sleigh bells, and Jeannine feelsalspf affection for these young women
she mostly doesn’t know. She’s wearing her rainsoeakers. Clarissa has told her she
thinks they're a hoot.

The rest of the women arrive in twos and threegrffew minutes the doorbell
rings, making Jeannine’s insides snap like a windbade. Neighbors, cousins,
Clarissa’s old teachers, Linette’s new friendspélihem gather in Jeannine’s small
living room. They sit with legs crossed on flimshive folding chairs and drink pink
wine from plastic tumblers.

At first Jeannine feels anxious. Clarissa is thddyrLinette is the hostess, but
Jeannine is the owner of the house, and she waibest this assemblage of women, at

least half of whom look and sound like Linette peasting her possessions and making
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judgments. Now, though, she looks at everyone gathtgether and finds she doesn’t
care what they think. She doesn’t feel hostile t@sdahem; she just doesn’t care. She
piles her clear plastic plate with shrimp mold anackers, then gets into a conversation
with a couple of her second cousins until it's tifoethe bride to open presents. When
Clarissa tears the paper from Jeannine’s muffnghee turns her face, bright and open as
a flower, to Jeannine and says, “Aw, thanks, Adihé!” Jeannine’s childhood

nickname. Jeannine flushes with pleasure and knoagk the rest of her white zin.

After Clarissa unwraps the last oven mitt and tisaeeryone for coming,
Jeannine turns back toward the kitchen to refitldiass. Before she walks through the
doorway, though, she hears someone say, “She sbold a little respect, be a grown-
up. I mean, those shoes.”

Jeannine stops. The voice belongs to the mothen@bf the bridesmaids.
There’s a murmured response, and though Jeanni‘tedcgtinguish the words, she
knows the second voice is Linette’s.

“Oh, come on,” says the first woman, and then lécesgets too low for Jeannine
to tell what she’s saying.

“She’s just lost her job,” Linette whispers.

“Okay, but a muffin tin? My Kelsey did better thdrat, and she’s in so much
hock to Sallie Mae she’ll probably have to giverthieer firstborn.”

Linette whispers something, and then the womanpeingssomething, and then
Linette whispers again. Jeannine cranes her heath@the door just enough to see the
woman make a dismissive gesture with her hand$aad.

“She’s flighty and frigid,” says the woman. “Juikte her mother.”
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Outside the doorway Jeannine feels like a rolireicfackers has gone off in her
chest. Linette and the bridesmaid’s mother stal¢dwe the room, and Jeannine ducks
out of the way. They don’t see her. Jeannine caesinnto the kitchen on legs that waver
and prickle. She digs a cube out of the ice buskitt a silver shovel and plunks it into
her glass, and then she looks at the trash canaiabs that her wine bottles are back.

Her heart shivers in her chest. How had she natesbthe bottles were missing
from the mantelpiece earlier? She feels her thzoastrict and go raw. When she looks
down she sees the lime green laces of her snelalaeisg up at her and shuts her eyes
tight. She doesn’t mind what the bridesmaid’s mo#ad so much; everyone in LeJardin
knows the woman is ridiculous. Linette’s half oéttonversation is what bothers her.
Linette is supposed to be her friend, albeit oreewgiderstands less and less as the years
go by. She would have hoped that whatever defemsdte put up on her behalf would
be more than half-hearted.

One after the other she pulls the wine bottlesobthe trash. She cradles them in
her arms and strides back into the living room.UKing at no one, she makes a beeline
for the mantelpiece and starts putting the botikesk, making as much noise as she feels
like making.

Suddenly there’s Linette at her side. “Jeanninegtvaine you doing?”

Jeannine turns the Fat Bastard so the hippo faces fLeave me alone.”

Linette squints at her. “Are you drunk?”

“I have not even begun to get drunk.”

“Please, Jeannine,” Linette says, and she statékéothe Yellowtail out of

Jeannine’s hands. Jeannine yanks back and bunapa quest, and the bottles in her
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arms clink together loudly. The room gets quieanine looks up. Half of the group is
staring at her and Linette, but the other halfthag faces turned in the other direction,
to where Mrs. Enclade has just entered the room.

Mrs. Enclade wears a white chapel veil and a la@yy-colored dress. From the
looks of it she outstrips everyone else in the rdinover a decade. She rests both of her
hands on the swooped handle of her cane. Her enmgaeing is enormous on her
shriveled finger. She looks like Miss Havisham.

“Well, hello, Earlene,” says a guest, one of Ckais teachers from St. Patrick.

“Priscilla,” says Mrs. Enclade in return.

Linette recovers herself. “Can | help you?” shessay

“I doubt it,” says Mrs. Enclade. She shambles dgean armchair by the window,
the place where Linette had been sitting. “Unlesaebody wants to pour me a glass of
Chardonnay,” she continues as she eases hergethmtseat.

This isn’t Mrs. Enclade’s party, and this isn’'t MEnclade’s house, but nobody,
not even Kelsey’s mother, has quite enough nergmitat those facts out. “I'll get it,”
says Clarissa at last, standing up.

“Oh, sweetie, don't,” says another guest, sweetomgrd the kitchen. “You just
sit tight and look pretty.”

The St. Patrick’s schoolteachers resume their asatien, and all the other little pockets
of women follow suit. Linette emits a little lauglgannine’s not sure for whose benefit,
and wanders off. Jeannine rubs a fingerprint othefLittle Penguin with her shirt
sleeve. She places the bottle in the last emptyespa the mantelpiece, then scans her

collection with a sense of relief. Good. Nothingrgssing.
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