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   The buckets and pans are still catching the rain that drips and trickles around us, but if the storm keeps up like this much longer I don’t know.
 
   The power has been out for hours. Yet I know this building has backup generators. By candlelight I telephone downstairs to the lobby again and again. No answer. Thunder, fierce and sudden, roils around us, shaking the walls and rattling the pictures in their frames. 
 
   Finally I get up and move to the window, look the eight floors below at a street dotted sparsely with headlights that float like spirits in the rainbroken dark. 
 
   Such a long, long drop. So lonely a fall...
 
   “Ben?”
 
   I go to her, touch her hair. Seated, she pushes her face into the belly of my shirt. Lightning flashes: the room glows blue-white.
 
   “I’m scared, Ben.”
 
   “Don’t be. The building won’t collapse.”
 
   “It feels like it will.”
 
   “It’s all right.” I tousle her hair and step away again.
 
   “Don’t leave me. Please.”
 
   “I’m right here.”
 
   “I can hardly see you.”
 
   I sit next to her again with a sigh and touch her hand on the tabletop. She grabs my fingers and clings to them.
 
   “Ben, there are so many things I don’t understand.”
 
   “Do you think that I do?”
 
   “Yes,” she says. “No. I don’t know.”
 
   “I don’t understand anything. Not a thing.”
 
   “Do you think the morning will ever come?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Will it be sunny? And nice?”
 
   “Maybe. It’ll be morning, anyway.”
 
   “Please don’t let go of my hand.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   We listen to the rain spray the window, drip into the buckets.
 
   “I wish we could go somewhere else,” she says.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Anywhere. Anywhere but here.”
 
   “We can’t.”
 
   “I know. But—we can’t be here forever. We’ll get out somehow. Won’t we?”
 
   “If we don’t, someone is bound to come get us. After the storm has passed.”
 
   Lightning sparks the sky once more. In that instant my eyes happen to be on the window and—ah—I see the girl suspended there, hovering outside, staring into the apartment. Her dark eyes are enormous, glistening. Hungry. 
 
   But before the lightning has gone black, before I can stand or cry out, she’s vanished again. 
 
   Impossible, of course. She wasn’t there. She couldn’t have been there.
 
   “We’re okay here,” I say at last, trying to convince myself. “We’re safe. We’ll be all right here ’til morning.”
 
   “Morning,” she whispers intensely. “Yes, morning. Until morning.”
 
   I feel her warm hand around mine and clasp it tight. 
 
   After a while I hear the quiet sound of weeping in the room. For some time I fail to comprehend that the sound is coming from me.
 
   


  
 

PART ONE
This Habit of Melancholy
 
   This Melancholy of which we are to treat, is a habit, a serious ailment, a settled humour, as Aurelianus and others call it, not errant, but fixed: and as it was long increasing, so, now being (pleasant or painful) grown to a habit, it will hardly be removed.
 
   —Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy
 
   1
 
   It was raining the day I met her—the Rain Girl. It had to be; otherwise it would never have occurred to me to think of her by that name. Yet she had no other. At least not then. Not yet.
 
   I was sitting at my desk, rather glumly looking over some of my students’ grammar exercises, aware of the sound of the downburst outside but much more of my throbbing headache—a perpetual problem for me at the end of the school day—when I realized that someone was in the classroom with me. I had that odd sense people describe of another’s eyes on them. I glanced up. 
 
   A young girl was sitting at one of the desks in the back row, slightly hunched over. She wore a plain brown coat, too light for winter. Her hair, straight and reaching to her shoulders, was dark brown, and her eyes, too—which were strikingly large but empty of expression. She was staring at me.
 
   “Hi,” I said, teacher-friendly.
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
   “Staying out of the rain?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Well, you can sit there if you want,” I said. “I’ve got some grading to do. But wouldn’t you be more comfortable in the library?”
 
   I went back to the grammar exercises. Kids wandering into the room was not an unusual phenomenon after school, though I was surprised I didn’t recognize this girl—if for no other reason than she was white. Well over eighty percent of our student population is African-American, and much of the remainder is Latino; naturally I tended to notice the occasional stray student who happened to look like me. Human nature. 
 
   I graded a paper or two, but with the nagging sense that she was still staring at me. Finally I looked up. She was.
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked. “You’re not one of my students, are you?” I knew full well that she wasn’t. 
 
   “No,” she said at last, her voice small in the high-ceilinged old room.
 
   The building was very quiet; I could hear only the sound of the rain spattering the windows. My classroom’s acoustics are such that when the room is mostly empty the sound bounces everywhere, creating a slight echo effect. Someone talking to me from the back of the room can seem very far away, much farther than they really are. It was like that now. She seemed small, smaller than it was possible for her to be.
 
   “Who do you take for English?” I asked, making conversation.
 
   “I—” She stopped talking. Either that, or I didn’t hear her words.
 
   “What? I’m sorry, who did you say?”
 
   “I—I don’t remember his name.”
 
   “Mm. Probably Mr. Brandenburg. Does that sound familiar?”
 
   “Maybe. I’m not sure.”
 
   “Big fellow, blonde hair, moustache?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   I left it. I tried to grade more papers, but after a few minutes I knew that between my headache and this odd girl—who was, yes, still staring at me—I might as well go home. Sighing, I slipped the exercises into my grade book, took my briefcase from under the desk and pushed all my papers into it. Latching the case again, I stood and slipped into my coat.
 
   “Time to head out,” I told her. 
 
   She continued to stare at me.
 
   “I have to go home,” I said, feeling slightly uncomfortable somehow. “Will you be all right here?”
 
   No response.
 
   “Look…” I stepped closer to her, moving between the desks. Again I had the strange feeling that she was farther away than she was, than she could be. I stopped a couple of desks from her. “Are you waiting for someone? A friend? Your mom?”
 
   “No,” she said. “I’m not waiting for anybody.”
 
   Her voice was tiny, soft, a light sound I could hardly hear, a sound that blended with the rain, as if they were part of each other, inseparable. She was very thin, very frail in appearance. She looked, it seemed to me, as if a stray wind might cause her to crumple up and blow away.
 
   Not knowing quite why, I turned a chair from one of the desks perhaps six feet from her and sat down.
 
   “I don’t remember seeing you around,” I said gently.
 
   “I’m new.”
 
   “Oh.” I nodded. That, at least, made some sense. I looked at her. Her face was nondescript. A plain flat nose, thin colorless lips, pale and hollow cheeks. Neither attractive nor unattractive. A girl who would never be popular or unpopular, exactly. Just there. The kind of girl who would channel through her classes without being noticed more than absolutely necessary. Her schoolwork would be graded and returned to her; she would answer adequately if called on in class; her parents, whoever they were, would never come to school conferences. Here for a while, then gone and forgotten. Like so many of them.
 
   For some reason the thought made me sad. I had a sudden impulse not to let it happen with this child: not to let her disappear into the cracks just because she was—well—bland. Bland in appearance, bland in manner. Unmemorable. Even her sole distinguishing feature, her eyes, were flat and dull; they weren’t eyes any boy would ever seek to lose himself in. They were just big, that’s all. Big, brown, uninteresting eyes.
 
   “How old are you?” I asked.
 
   “Sixteen.”
 
   I did a double take. “Sixteen?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I know. I look younger.”
 
   She looked much younger. In fact, I’d begun to think she couldn’t be a high school student at all. She looked more like twelve.
 
   “I—no, you look fine,” I said. “I didn’t mean anything.”
 
   “It’s because I’m small,” she said.
 
   “Um…” My head could not summon up an appropriate response. I found myself wishing I could have a cigarette. It would help with the headache, and with the weird nervousness I was feeling, too. Then I remembered that I’d stopped a week ago, for the twentieth or thirtieth time. A moment after that I also remembered that I still had a pack in my briefcase, a pack with exactly one cigarette in it—in case of emergency, I’d reasoned. I suspected that such an emergency was going to occur in a few minutes, the second I stepped out of this building. 
 
   “Well,” I said falteringly, “how—how do you like the school so far?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “Do you like your classes?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “Well, you know—you can always come in here after school if you want to. It’s usually quiet in here in the afternoons.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “It can be a good place to study. Better than the library, sometimes. Quieter.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “So…” But I couldn’t keep it going. I didn’t know her at all, didn’t even know her name. I’d gone as far as a friendly, supportive teacher could go with an unknown quantity like this girl. “So…feel free to stop by, okay?” I stood.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   Then, a bit to my surprise, she said: “What’s your name?”
 
   “Me? I’m Mr. Fall.”
 
   “What’s your first name?”
 
   “My first name is Ben.”
 
   “Ben…Fall. Ben Fall.” She seemed to be trying out the sound of it.
 
   “Benjamin, actually.”
 
   “Benjamin Fall.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “That’s a good name. It sounds like the name of somebody who would write books or something.”
 
   I looked at her. “Actually, I used to.”
 
   “Really? I thought so. Are you famous?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’ve heard of you, though. I’m sure I have.”
 
   “Probably,” I explained, “you saw my book in the school library. They have it there. A novel.”
 
   “Oh.” She nodded. “That must be it.”
 
   “I’m sure it is.” I smiled. “Maybe you’ll read it sometime.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Now, I have a question for you.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “My name?”
 
   Just then there was a sound behind us. Looking around I saw Barb Seymour standing in my doorway, looking, as always, disheveled and rushed. Barb would be an attractive woman if she took care of herself; as it is, with her big unkempt mane of yellow-and-gray hair, her gigantic old-lady-style glasses, and her perpetually rumpled pants suits, she looks like exactly what she is: an overworked, middle-aged high-school teacher. She had a couple of boxes of chalk in her hand. I knew what that meant. Barter time.
 
   “Ben,” she said in her typically hurried tone, “so glad I caught you before you left. Do you have any goddamn Xerox paper? I have to give an exam tomorrow and I’m completely out. Trade you this chalk.”
 
   I smiled. “Anything for you, Barbie.” I moved to my desk drawer for the paper, of which I had an excess this week. Such supplies were not easy to come by in the D.C. Public School system; things like paper, chalk, pencils, and markers were exchanged privately among teachers like samizdat literature in the old Soviet Union. “But how did you get the extra chalk?”
 
   “Ha!” She moved toward me. “When they opened the supply office on Monday, I was there for some pens. While the old man was turned around getting them, I reached over the counter and swiped a few boxes and stuffed them into my bag. I didn’t even need them. But my chalk allotment was filled for the month, so I figured what the hell. They’d come in handy somehow.”
 
   “You’re pure evil.”
 
   “Indeed I am. I know we’ll hear about it at the next staff meeting. We’ll probably spend half an hour on the case of the missing boxes of chalk.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re right,” I chuckled, handing her the paper. She put the chalk on my desk.
 
   “This is a lifesaver, Ben, really,” she said, brushing an unruly lock of hair from her eyes. “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem. What are you doing this weekend?”
 
   “Me? Same ol’, same ol’. Grading exams. Waiting for the world to end.”
 
   “Oh, come on.” Barb loved to tease me about my Y2K worries. My logical mind told me it was all nonsense: that it simply could not be possible that every computerized system in the country, perhaps the world, would seize up with the new year, become inoperable, plunge us into everlasting night—a new Dark Age. And yet there were serious articles in major publications highlighting what experts felt might be very real dangers on that night. Stay out of elevators, they warned. Try not to be having surgery. And for God’s sake, do not board an airplane. It was madness—I knew it was madness, it had to be madness—but there was an awful feeling deep inside me that it might just be true. At night I found myself picturing elevators in freefall, patients on operating tables suddenly flatlining, airplanes careening out of control, spiraling down down down. I’d not admitted to Barb just how much fear I was feeling, of course; simply acknowledging a bit of concern was enough for her to turn it into a running gag. She’s a science teacher, after all.
 
   “Really, Ben, you ought to take a risk. Be using your VCR just when it hits midnight. See if it explodes or something.”
 
   “I don’t notice you booking a plane to anywhere that night.”
 
   “Me? I’ve got no place to go. Hey, Ben, though, I have to get my test together, I really do. Thanks for the paper, okay? And Merry Chr—I mean, happy holidays. That’s what we’re supposed to say now, right?” And, smiling, she rushed out, never not in a hurry.
 
   “Well,” I said, turning back toward the girl, “anyway, now that you know my name, I’d like—”
 
   It didn’t surprise me when I saw that she wasn’t there. Somehow, on some level, I think I’d expected it. Anyway, she was gone. Maybe she’d headed to the library downstairs—it would still be open for a few more minutes—to find my book. Students occasionally expressed curiosity about it. A few went so far as to find the school’s copy and glance through it, though nobody, so far as I knew, had ever actually read it.
 
   Sighing again, short on Xerox paper for tomorrow but long on highly tradable chalk, I made my way downstairs and out the door. The winter cold slapped me in the face and my breath steamed the air. By the time I’d gone halfway down the front steps and unfolded my umbrella—the rain was light now but still steady—I’d more or less forgotten about the girl. 
 
   But then I realized that I’d forgotten too about my appointment with Vincent. I glanced at my watch: three forty-five. I was just in time; the little café was only across the street, catty-corner from the school. In fact, as I looked, I realized that I could see Vincent sitting there at one of the little wire-mesh tables, his dark business suit, as always, impeccable. My sole cigarette—a svelte and alluring Camel Filter—was ensconced impatiently in its pack inside my briefcase, beckoning me with its siren song. (Take me, Ben, take me! Smoke me! Smoke me now!) I would have dug it out right then except that I wasn’t sure if Vincent could see me from where he sat; I could hardly leave him waiting there, watching me light up and puff away. Reluctantly I made a deal with the cigarette: Give me half an hour with Vincent and then I’m yours, baby. All yours.
 
   I crossed the street and, closing the umbrella again, stepped into the little café. Well, Dugan’s is hardly a café, really, though they do serve a few simple dishes; mostly it’s an ice cream and take-out pizza place frequented by the students of the school. But they make good coffee, and it can be a pleasant place to sit in the late afternoon an hour before they close, when the kids are long gone. I noticed a few strings of colored lights strung around the room, making a somewhat feeble effort at generating holiday cheer.
 
   Vincent stood when I came in. “Good afternoon, Ben. Merry Christmas. Would you care for something?” He gestured vaguely toward the service counter. 
 
   “You buying, young fellow?”
 
   He didn’t smile. “Of course.”
 
   “Well, sure. In that case, some coffee would hit the spot.”
 
   “Fine.” He moved to the counter and spoke to the girl there. I watched him. Vincent is twenty-four and was my stepson for seven years—actually I suppose he still is, since the divorce isn’t finalized—but there’s never been much warmth between us. He’s close to his biological father, and I came along too late in his life—he was seventeen—to take on any meaningful role in his parenting. We lived together for a while, the three of us—me, Vincent, Kate—and then Vincent went off to college, to be seen only in the occasional holiday visit home. Kate and I made it all right for a few years, but the marriage was doomed. I think we both knew it. We certainly knew it now.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, as he placed the steaming mug before me.
 
   “Not a problem.” He sat across from me and we looked at each other for a moment. Vincent is an intense young man, with a face that’s always struck me as a bit like an eagle’s: those same fiercely-glowing black eyes, the commandingly prominent nose. He brushes his dark hair straight back and rarely smiles. Today he was wearing the kind of D.C.-area gray business suit which announced him as someone to be taken seriously.
 
   “You know that Mom is unhappy about the terms,” he said.
 
   I sighed, feeling my headache intensify. I gulped the coffee too quickly and the top of my mouth flared with pain. I couldn’t begin to articulate, to him or to her, how wildly inappropriate I found it that she was using her son—my stepson—as a go-between in negotiations over our divorce. But Vincent has a year of law school under his belt and his mother is convinced he’s a genius. She also knows that he doesn’t like me. Never has.
 
   “What is it now?” I asked.
 
   “I have the proposal all written up.” He reached under the table and brought forth a black leather briefcase I’d not noticed before. It looked brand-new, in stark contrast to my own scuffed and battered old box. He opened it smoothly, pulled out his papers, and handed them to me. They consisted of four or five impeccably-typed pages.
 
   “Okay,” I said, my head hurting. “I’ll—Vincent, I’ll look at this tonight and get back to you.”
 
   He frowned. “I was hoping you would look over it right now. I’m authorized to negotiate for Mom.”
 
   “ ‘Authorized to negotiate’? Vincent, you’re not an attorney.”
 
   “I didn’t mean officially. But I can speak for Mom.”
 
   “Don’t you think your mother and I should speak to each other instead?”
 
   “That’s not operative for Mom. She says she gets too upset when she talks to you.”
 
   Well, I wanted to ask him, how do you think I get? “Vincent—Vin,” I said, using the name I’d somewhat awkwardly called him when he was still in high school, “look, you’ll have to give me a little time on this. I’ve got a skull-cracking headache. I’m sorry. Really. But I just can’t go through all this right now. Anyway, I don’t know what else your mother wants from me. I’ve already agreed to her getting the house, the car, most of the savings, most of the investments. I live in a tiny little apartment. I’ve got five hundred dollars in the bank. There’s not much meat left on this particular carcass, Vin.”
 
   “Mom thinks she’s entitled to half of your literary earnings.”
 
   That stopped my coffee cup halfway to my lips. “What?”
 
   “You earned considerable money with your writing while you two were married….”
 
   “She’s already getting that. It’s in the savings and the investments. She’s getting more than half.”
 
   “Mom and her attorney feel—and I agree—that she should be entitled to a portion of what you earn in the future, as well. We suggest fifty percent for the next five years. It’s only fair.”
 
   I stared at him, aghast. “And why would she be ‘entitled’ to my future earnings? What’s fair about that?”
 
   “Mom helped you when you were together. You developed professionally and artistically thanks to her input. She was an active partner in your writing, and you continue to benefit from the results of that partnership today.”
 
   “Vin, no, she wasn’t. I was already published before I met your mom. She had nothing to do with my writing or with my career. Hell, she didn’t even read most of what I wrote.”
 
   “She worked while you wrote your novel. She supported you. And us.”
 
   “I wrote that novel in a week. Good grief, Vin, how much money do you think we’re talking about here?”
 
   “If you’ll look at the sheets, we’ve provided estimates—”
 
   I stared at the papers but nothing typed on them registered in my brain. “Vin—it’s a few thousand a year. That’s all I ever made as a writer. It’s less now. Why do you think I teach?”
 
   “That’s another thing we need to discuss. We feel that a portion of your future earnings as a teacher should be given over to Mom. We freely admit that her role in your teaching career was not as large as with the writing, but she unquestionably played an important part. We suggest twenty percent of your earnings for the next five years. That’s more than reasonable.”
 
   “Oh my God.” I sat back in the chair, a numb feeling of utter defeat washing over me. I closed my eyes, felt my heart beating fast, too fast and too hard. It seemed as if it were beating inside my head, an awful thundering of horses’ hooves within my skull. I realized that I was sweating. “Vincent, please,” I said, my eyes still closed, “not now. I can’t do this now. Please.” 
 
   I heard him sigh. Vincent, I wanted to ask him, don’t you see? Don’t you see that she’s enraged and humiliated that I left her, and now she’s trying to bleed me dry, destroy me? Don’t you know what kind of woman your mother is, Vincent? A bright young man like you? Truly, you have no idea? Of how vindictive she is? Of how she would rather see me kicked and pummeled forever than seek any real happiness for herself? Vincent, how can you not see this? Or do you see it? Do you see it but stay silent out of loyalty to her? Is that it, Vincent?
 
   At last I opened my eyes. Vincent was looking at me unhappily.
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said, moving to put on his coat. “We can talk once you’ve studied our proposal.” He stood.
 
   I reached out and touched his sleeve. “Vin,” I said, my voice oddly weak, “do you remember our first Christmas together? As a family?”
 
   He watched me.
 
   “The tree we got—I chose it, my God—that was so high it was bent up against the ceiling? But you refused to let us cut it because you thought we’d hurt it? The angel at the top, we tied the top of the tree into a kind of loop and set the angel inside it—it was nice, actually, it was pretty….”
 
   “Ben, what are you talking about?”
 
   I looked at him. “Nothing,” I said, lowering my eyes to my cup again. “Nothing, I guess.”
 
   “Of course I remember that. But what does it have to do with anything now?”
 
   “Nothing. You’re right. Absolutely nothing.” 
 
   He studied me. “If you don’t mind my saying so, Ben—you don’t look well.”
 
   “I don’t feel well.”
 
   “Are you sick?”
 
   “No, just—no, I’m not sick.”
 
   “Do you ever exercise?”
 
   I tried to smile. I lifted the coffee cup to my mouth. “I’m exercising my elbow right now. See?”
 
   “It’s no joke. You should seriously think about an exercise regimen. You’re pale. And you’ve packed on some weight since I last saw you.”
 
   “More of me to love,” I said, suddenly aware of my gut pressing over my belt.
 
   He looked blankly at me. “You know, I’ve got a personal trainer now. I could give you his number. He’s done wonders for me. Pecs and abs. Stamina. For the first time in my life I really feel in control of my breathing.”
 
   “Well,” I said, “that’s certainly good. We should all be in control of our breathing, God knows. But no thanks, Vincent. I’d never stick to any exercise routine. I think I’m too far gone for that.”
 
   “Oh, come on. You’re not old. What are you, forty, forty-one?”
 
   “I’m thirty-six.” That had been another issue with living together: I wasn’t really old enough to be his father. I was only Vincent’s senior by twelve years. So I was more of an older brother—an older brother married to their mother, who had six years on me. 
 
   “Well, you should think about it,” he said, fishing in his pocket and bringing out his car keys. “Can I drop you somewhere?”
 
   “No, thanks. I’ll walk.”
 
   “It’s pretty wet outside.”
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
   He gave me another long look, then sighed. “All right,” he said, “whatever you want. I’ll call you tomorrow about the proposal.”
 
   I nodded. “Thanks for the coffee, Vincent.”
 
   “Merry Christmas.” He smiled tightly and left. A moment later I saw him out front, hurrying into his snappy little red sports car. He pulled away fast.
 
   I sat there, head hurting, mouth tender where I’d burned it with the coffee. The rain grew heavier. I stared at it streaking down the café’s windows for what seemed like a long time. Finally I stuffed Vincent’s papers into my briefcase. Stepping outside, I unfolded my umbrella and looked around, in no real hurry to go home; nothing awaited me there. I could take in a movie, I supposed; there were several small theaters within a few blocks. But I didn’t really want to see a movie—I couldn’t picture myself paying money to behold Deuce Bigelow: Male Gigolo or End of Days or Toy Story 2. I didn’t know what I wanted to do—or rather, I did: but I knew I should keep myself from doing it. What I wanted to do was to go home, crawl into bed, pull the covers over me, and obliterate the outer world entirely. Cancel it. Make it vanish. But I knew I shouldn’t. I did that too often these days. 
 
   In the meantime I could do the other thing I’d wanted, though. My dear darling cigarette was calling to me again. Standing under the awning of the café I popped open the briefcase, found the cigarette, fished for a panicked second or two for matches and found them as well. Closing my briefcase again I looked around, savoring the moment. In a matter of seconds I would be lighting the cigarette and taking that first, deepest, always-best drag. I found myself wanting to prolong my waiting, like a man holding himself back during sex to make the final cataclysm that much bigger, that much more joyous.
 
   But as I stood there, cigarette in my mouth patiently awaiting its flame, I looked across the street toward the school and noticed the girl from my classroom. 
 
   She was standing motionlessly at the foot of the building’s front steps. She faced in my general direction, but the rain was too heavy and she was too far off for me to see if she was looking my way. I was about to give her a casual wave when I realized that the cigarette hanging from my lips marked a distinctly unprofessional touch; I grabbed it away, dropped it into my pocket.
 
   I took a few steps toward her, until I was in the middle of the empty street. She just stood there, showing no sign of noticing me. Maybe she didn’t recognize me, I thought, what with the rain and my umbrella, or maybe she simply didn’t care. It wouldn’t be the first time a teenager proved indifferent to my presence.
 
   But seeing her there filled me with a strange feeling. She stood directly in the middle of the downpour with no umbrella, no hat, not even a newspaper over her head. That brown coat of hers looked much too thin for winter in Washington. Her legs were bare below her knee-length skirt. Her simple black schoolgirl shoes appeared totally inadequate to the cold and wet. What’s more, she had nothing with her—no backpack, no books in her arms, not even headphone wires snaking from her ears down to some unseen Discman. Nothing whatsoever. Her arms dangled straight down at her sides.
 
   “Hello there,” I called, wondering if I could help her somehow. She’d said she was new; maybe she’d missed the bus or needed directions to the Metro or something. 
 
   She looked toward me then with her big blank eyes. But it wasn’t her eyes that made me back away suddenly, turn, and hustle quickly up the street away from her. It was the fact that I realized in the moment her head turned in my direction that, as the rain cascaded down around her, her face and hair were perfectly dry.
 
   2
 
   The next day, Friday, my headache came earlier and stayed later. 
 
   My temples were already throbbing by lunchtime. The kids were going into their final weekend before Winter Holiday, so naturally they were loud, distracted, impatient, silly. I knew it was probably a mistake to try to say anything meaningful about The Great Gatsby during last period, but we were behind schedule and I thought that, if nothing else, I might be able to bore them into submission and get to the end of the day that way. While many of the kids in the back talked openly to each other, I tried to keep the ones nearer the front engaged.
 
   “So when Daisy goes back to Gatsby’s house,” I said, looking out at the thirty or so mostly dark faces, “Gatsby starts showing her all his shirts. Why do you think he does that?”
 
   “He wants to show her what a big success he is,” my star pupil, a somewhat brittle girl named Annie, volunteered. Annie was smart, but knew it too well for her own good.
 
   “Sure,” I agreed, wandering in the front of the room with the book in my hand, “but why shirts? I mean, if you’re trying to prove to someone you love what a successful person you are, are you going to show them your shirts?”
 
   “If they’re nice shirts, hell yeah,” said Dion, a moderately bright boy given to smart-ass responses. There was a general chuckling, which I joined.
 
   “Dion, Gatsby has a mansion. He’s incredibly wealthy. There must be a million things he could show her that would impress her more than shirts.”
 
   “Well, it got her into his bedroom, didn’t it?”
 
   Another chuckle. The kids at the rear were paying no attention, but then they never did. I hated the fact that I invariably found myself teaching only to the front of the room—nine or ten students—and I occasionally made at least token efforts to include the twenty or so farther back; but anyone there who actually wanted to be a part of the class quickly learned to sit near the front anyway. It was a Faustian bargain: in return for being left alone, the kids in the back half of the room kept the noise down, falling completely silent and pretending to be attentive if another teacher or an administrator happened to walk in. In return for that, I let them be. As a result they learned nothing; and as a teacher, day in and day out, I failed. What was interesting to me, and very sad, was that I’d never talked to the kids about this arrangement. It was understood, that’s all. 
 
   The fact that many other teachers did similar things was only a slight comfort. I still felt sick inside when I thought about it too much; but not nearly as sick as I’d felt ten years earlier, when I’d first taken this job and, in hopeless frustration at the crazy, off-the-wall behavior of many kids that made it impossible for anyone to learn anything, I’d first decided to perform a kind of triage and direct my attentions largely to the students in front, where the more attentive ones naturally gravitated anyway. I’d been appalled during my first visit to the school, when I’d observed other teachers doing this. Not me, I’d thought. Never me.  
 
   As a couple of kids discussed Daisy’s tearful reaction to Gatsby’s shirts, my mind drifted. The sight of the girl in the rain yesterday came back to me. The vision of her and what must have been an optical illusion—the rain not touching her face or hair, not touching any of her, in fact—was vivid in my mind, yet I found it difficult to remember what the girl had actually looked like. I was left only with a general impression of big brown eyes and straight hair hanging down to her shoulders. For some reason I couldn’t hold her image firmly in my mind. I recalled only the vague outline, not her.
 
   BANG!
 
   The sound of the ancient radiator in the back of the room kicking in jolted me into reality again. This always happened in cold weather—the radiator’s terrible, shotgun-like noise—yet it always made me jump. It obviously had just now, since several of the students giggled.
 
   “Man, you’re touchy today,” Dion said.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, refocusing on the room. “I swear I always think…” But then I realized I didn’t want to make a joke about guns going off, not with what had happened at Columbine so fresh in everyone’s minds. Our school had been blessedly free of such violence—so far. But last summer metal detectors had been installed at the main entrance, and an additional security guard now roamed the halls. It was all useless, of course—there were any number of ways for someone to get into the school that didn’t involve the front door. But it gave the office downtown some cover; they were, in fact, doing something about the violence in schools, even if what they were doing would obviously be ineffective. In the meantime the principal had taken it upon himself to try to solve the problem of unmonitored doors by padlocking a number of them, in clear violation of any possible safety code. I dreaded the moment we might have a real emergency—whether a shooter, a fire, anything that would cause a mass rush to the exits. Disaster awaited.
 
   “So what does it reveal about Daisy that—”
 
   BANG!
 
   “—that she becomes so emotional when—”
 
   BANG! BANG!
 
   “—she sees—”
 
   BANG!
 
   The students laughed as I shook my head, holding up my hands in defeat. “Folks, the bell’s going to ring anyway. I give up. Did you all write down the reading for the weekend?” I gestured toward the blackboard, where the assignment was scrawled. 
 
   “How ’bout lettin’ us go early?” called one of the voices at the back.
 
   “You know I can’t do that, Marcus. Anyway, the bell will ring any second.”
 
   BANG!
 
   “I think that’s it, man!” Marcus shouted.
 
   More general laughter. I smiled, rolling with it. I knew I was finished, but I also knew that for a lesson on a cold, rainy Friday afternoon, things had gone reasonably well. I’d held the encroaching chaos at bay for one more period, one more day.
 
   At last the bell sounded. Much talking and shuffling and moving toward the door. A couple of kids waved to me or wished me a nice weekend; I did the same, even as I felt my headache returning full force. The relative success of the lesson had gotten my mind off it for a while. Now, with the room emptying and quiet coming on, it was back, like putting on an old familiar hat that was always much too tight. With the headache came my first hunger pang of the afternoon for a cigarette. 
 
   Slipping on my coat and filling my briefcase with homework, I made my way downstairs, stopping in the main office to check my mailbox. The only thing in it was a powder-blue sheet on which was typed the agenda for Monday’s staff meeting. Halfway down the list I saw it—Item: Theft of Chalk from Supply Office. I chuckled and slipped the sheet back into the box, closing it and walking out.
 
   The steps were slippery; what was falling from the sky was a kind of freezing drizzle. Kids were congregated around the doors and I had to push past them to get to the sidewalk. Making my way along N Street I considered stopping for something hot to drink but decided against it; better to keep moving through the cold slush. The sooner I was back at the apartment, the sooner I could…but I refused to allow myself to think of getting into bed and pulling the covers over me, as sorely pleasurable as that vision was. I had to stop it, I knew. It wasn’t healthy. 
 
   I thought of my cigarette again, still in the pocket of my coat where I’d dropped it yesterday. I realized suddenly that I never had smoked it. That gave me a slight sense of accomplishment, at least for a second or two.
 
   I’d stopped at the curb at 22nd Street to let the traffic sizzle past when I realized that the girl from yesterday was standing next to me. She was dressed just as she’d been the day before; her face, which I saw in profile, was pensive. As the traffic cleared we both started across the street.
 
   “Aren’t you cold?” I offered, finally.
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   “That coat looks pretty thin. And you should wear a hat.”
 
   “I don’t get cold that much.”
 
   “I didn’t see you as I was leaving school.”
 
   “I saw you.”
 
   “Do you live over this way?”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Sure I do,” I said. “I’m going home now.”
 
   “A house?”
 
   “No, just an apartment. Top floor. Off Dupont Circle.”
 
   “Oh.” She seemed to think about it. “Do you have any kids?”
 
   “No—well, I have a stepson. Only he’s not really a child anymore. He’s an adult now.”
 
   “Your wife’s son?”
 
   “Yes, my—well, she’s my ex-wife. Or will be. We’re divorcing.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I frowned and felt the headache behind my eyes. This girl was certainly direct. Yet, honestly, I couldn’t find it in myself to think that she was being offensive. The way she looked at me was utterly flat, without any affect whatsoever. Guileless. She desired information, that’s all. She saw nothing wrong in asking for it. 
 
   We were passing by the Blockbuster video store I frequented. I’d thought of stopping in to rent a couple of movies, but somehow I didn’t want to break up my conversation with this girl. I didn’t know why. Anyway, we passed the store.
 
   “Um—that’s hard to say. Really. We were married for eight years—well, we’re still married—I told you that—and, well, people who are married for a while…it gets complicated. I don’t think I can say it better than that.”
 
   “I think marriages should be simple.”
 
   I smiled. “I couldn’t agree more. But it never seems to work out that way.”
 
   “Were you married before?”
 
   “Before…? Oh. No. No, I wasn’t married before. She was my first wife. There were a couple of serious relationships back there, but no marriages before this one.”
 
   “Why didn’t you marry the other ones?”
 
   Good grief, I thought. But I wanted to answer the question. 
 
   “Well, one left me,” I said. “And one—died.”
 
   “How did she die?”
 
    I was surprised that it came out very naturally, with no hesitation at all. “She committed suicide.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   That, finally, made me stop. I stood there in the middle of the sidewalk, people passing us by on either side, looking down at her. Her eyes were very big. “You ask an awful lot of questions,” I said, more harshly than I’d intended. To soften it I added, “I don’t know why. It was many years ago. And far away from here.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Santa Barbara. In California. That’s where I’m from originally.”
 
   “Oh.” She seemed to consider it. “How did you end up here?”
 
   “My dad moved here. And my sister. Many years ago, around the time I went off to college. He worked in aerospace and his job transferred him to Washington. Eventually I came to visit them and just—I don’t know, decided I liked the area, I guess.” I tried to smile. “Is that enough of an explanation?” 
 
   She cocked her head. “Are you mad at me now?”
 
   I studied her a moment longer, then sighed and started walking again. “No,” I said, “I’m not mad. I’m just wondering why you’re so curious about me.”
 
   “I’m a very curious person.”
 
   “Mm. Yes, you are. Very curious,” putting a “curious-strange” spin on the word.
 
   “Ha ha.” But she did smile, just a little.
 
   “Do you live near here?”
 
   “Me?” She seemed surprised by the question. “No. I don’t live near here.”
 
   “Where are you going, then?”
 
   She shrugged. “Just around.”
 
   “Well, don’t stay out too late. This drizzle is going to get worse, the weatherman says. Freezing rain. You know, ice on the streets. Dangerous.”
 
   “Why did you write that book?” she asked suddenly. “I read it.”
 
   I glanced at her, but was thrown off-balance conversationally for only an instant. I was getting used to talking to this girl. “What book? You mean Leprechauns Can Be Murder?”
 
   “Yeah. That one.”
 
   “Well, I wrote it to make money,” I admitted, feeling the slight embarrassment I always did when I thought of my one and only published novel.
 
   “Did you make any?”
 
   “Some. Did you like it?”
 
   We were entering the nicest part of my walk home now: a pleasant neighborhood of old brownstones built in the early part of the century. It was an affluent area: beautiful wrought-iron gates, cobblestone front paths, ornate oak doors. 
 
   “I thought it was silly,” she said.
 
   “Well, you’re certainly honest,” I said, a little annoyed despite myself.
 
   She shrugged. “A mystery story about an old Irish widow who runs a tea shop, owns a parrot that says nothing but bad words, and solves murders on the side?”
 
   “It wasn’t supposed to be great literature.”
 
   “What was it supposed to be?”
 
   I sighed. “Fun.”
 
   She glanced up at me. “I just think you can do better, that’s all. Did you ever write any more books about that lady?”
 
   “No.” The publishers had wanted me to. The novel had done well, as paperback originals by first-time mystery novelists go. But even before I’d finished the manuscript I’d grown to loathe Abigail McGillicuddy (kind of a combination of Angela Lansbury and Lucille Ball, with an Irish brogue thrown in) and her goddamn parrot, Clyde. My idea had been to support my writing—my serious writing, my real writing—by creating a salable series of novels in a commercial genre. Or really two genres, as I planned to add a hint—only a hint, open to interpretation—of fantasy to each tale (hence the leprechaun of the title). I’d pounded out the wretched thing in a mood of utterly cynical rage, sailing from initial idea to the words “The End” in six days flat.
 
   On the seventh day, naturally, I rested.
 
   On the eighth day I made five Xerox copies of the manuscript and mailed them to five successful literary agents. On the twentieth day one of them agreed to represent the book. And on the thirty-first day a respectable second-rank paperback publisher made an offer on it which, small as it was, represented more money than I’d made from my writing in the entire previous decade. In precisely one month my status went from “obscure literary writer” to “successful new mystery novelist.” I was so overjoyed that I even abandoned my original plan to use a pen name for such commercial hackwork, a decision I’d regretted ever since. The novel was even nominated for an Agatha Award, quite prestigious in the mystery field; it didn’t win, but I had fun dressing up and attending the awards banquet in Bethesda, hobnobbing with the bestseller writers and pretending, for one night, to be a big shot.
 
   My contract included an option for a sequel, an outline of which I actually somehow managed to complete and get accepted by the publisher. As a result, this next novel’s title was emblazoned on the back of Leprechauns Can Be Murder—“Don’t Miss the Next Exciting Abigail McGillicuddy Mystery, Hobgoblins Can Be Murder,” the text urged. “Coming Soon!”
 
   It never came. I was able to finish only the first chapter before I decided to get thoroughly drunk on cooking sherry and proceeded to bash out a psychotically pornographic scene of erotic congress between Mrs. McGillicuddy and Clyde, on the completion of which I promptly threw the entire idiotic mess—sex scene, first chapter, outline—into the kitchen sink, pushing the pages down the drain, soaking them with water and shoving them into the destructive blades of the In-Sink-Erator. Thus ended the career of Benjamin Fall, successful new mystery novelist.
 
    I glanced at my walking companion and decided to change the subject. “Do you know,” I ventured, “that you still haven’t told me your name?”
 
   “Call me anything.” She scuffled the sidewalk with her shoes. “Call me whatever you want.”
 
   “Well, what do your parents call you?”
 
   “They don’t call me anything. I don’t live with them.”
 
   “Who do you live with?”
 
   “Nobody,” she said casually.
 
   “Well, it’s always raining when I see you,” I said, feeling the icy drizzle on my neck. “I’m starting to think of you as the Rain Girl.”
 
   “The Rain Girl.” She nodded, smiling slightly. “I like it.”
 
   I could see my building now as we left the brownstone neighborhood for the more commercial outskirts of Dupont Circle. We stopped at a traffic light.
 
   “Look, do you actually go to the school?” I asked, tilting my head vaguely back in the direction of my workplace. 
 
   “Not usually.”
 
   “Well, you can’t live with ‘nobody.’ Unless you’re a runaway. Are you?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   My headache pulsed. “You talk in riddles, Miss Rain Girl,” I said, suddenly irritable, as I generally became whenever I thought about my short-lived career in the mystery field. “It’s Friday, it’s cold, I’m tired, and I’m not really up for riddles—okay? Can you just stop? Please?”
 
   Her eyes widened; her mouth formed a tiny O. Her breath came fast, her chest rising and falling. She literally looked as if I’d slapped her.
 
   “I’m—oh, I’m sorry,” she said, her voice small. 
 
   “Look—” Suddenly I felt horribly guilty. This alienated kid had reached out for friendship from a supposedly responsible adult and I’d shoved her back to the curb. “I—look—”
 
   She backed away from me fearfully. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I’m really sorry.”
 
   “I didn’t mean—it’s okay—I just—”
 
   But she turned and weaved her way between several people on the sidewalk and slipped away from me. I tried to follow her, but by the time the light turned green again and the sidewalk cleared, she was nowhere to be seen.
 
   I felt myself sagging as I made my way across Connecticut Avenue toward my building. Whatever small pleasure I’d felt at keeping my last period class reasonably productive on a Friday afternoon evaporated in the face of having upset my unnamed young friend. I was overcome with feelings of stupidity, worthlessness. Again I just wanted to run home, bury myself in sheets and blankets and not appear in the world at all until Monday morning. If then. 
 
   But I made it through the lobby well enough, managing to smile and wave at the receptionist. I checked the mail. Nothing. The elevator ride to the top floor seemed to take about fifteen eternities; I sorely wanted to smoke my single precious Camel.
 
   At last I arrived and made my way down the corridor, unlocked the door, and stepped into my humble home.
 
   “Humble” is right, for there’s really nothing much to it. The apartment itself is fine—it’s a nice old building in a good neighborhood—and the view out the living room windows is wonderful, overlooking the entire Dupont Circle area of D.C. I’m high enough up that the dirt and grime can’t be seen; it looks for all the world like a picture-postcard view of a modern urban neighborhood. Now, with the icy rain, everything was beginning to glisten brightly. It was, I had to admit, beautiful. 
 
   As for my apartment, it’s simple to the point of absurdity. A sofa, a banged-up armchair, a TV, a few bookshelves loaded down with books. A portable stereo unit next to several stacks of CDs: Brahms, Sibelius, Stravinsky intermixed with Foreigner, Boston, Lynyrd Skynyrd. My “coffee table” is an inverted crate I’d used in moving here. There’s a tiny dining area off to one side. The only reason it had a little table and a couple of chairs was because the owner of the building had offered them to me for nothing when I moved in; otherwise I would simply have eaten at the sofa all the time. In the bedroom is a bed and a desk which holds an old computer—nothing more. The walls everywhere are plain white, with just a couple of Edward Hopper posters tacked up indifferently here and there. The carpets are that ubiquitous apartment-tan. 
 
   It was a silly way for a thirty-six-year-old to live, I knew; this could be the apartment of a college student. But every time I considered sprucing it up, spending a little money to make it truly livable, whatever energy I had just seemed to slide out of me. It didn’t help that I had no money to speak of, anyway.
 
   The telephone message machine was blinking red. I took off my coat and hung it in the closet. I pushed the button and listened while I stepped into the kitchen for a soda.
 
   Beep. “Ben, it’s Vincent. It’s three-thirty. I hope you’re ready to negotiate. We really need to have your response to the proposal before close of business today. Call me, please.”
 
   Beep. Nothing. Silence. Probably Vincent trying again.
 
   Beep. “Benny?” I immediately recognized Alice’s voice. “It’s about Dad. It’s not an emergency, but could you give me a call? And come on, call me this time, okay? Why don’t you get a cellular phone, anyway? I’ll buy one for you if you want me to. I hate leaving messages like this, especially when you don’t return them half the time. He’s your dad too, you know. Anyway, call me. Love you.”
 
   Beep. Click. “End—of—messages,” the robotic voice announced.
 
   I dropped myself onto the sofa and finished the soda in four long swallows, letting rip a satisfying belch at the end. That was one good thing about living alone, anyway—freedom of one’s bodily functions. Loud ’n’ proud.
 
   But I didn’t want to talk to anybody. I glanced at my watch: nearly four. It would be dark soon. “Close of business” meant five o’clock. If the phone rang, I just wouldn’t pick it up; soon I’d be home free and wouldn’t have to deal with anything connected to Vincent or my divorce until Monday. If anybody got mad, well, I had to stay late at work on Friday, that’s all. No one can criticize a teacher for being dedicated. 
 
   Alice was another matter. I knew I should get up and punch in the numbers to her house in Arlington, but I just couldn’t face the prospect. Dad lived with her, which was a sore point between us even though she’d volunteered the year before to take him. She had plenty of money thanks to her architect-husband. Plenty of room, too—they had at least three guest rooms that I could think of. What’s more, her kids got along with Dad just great. Still, he was increasingly feeble and more than a bit confused at times. I knew it was a burden to her. I’d offered to help out financially, but Alice knew I didn’t have any money. And I certainly didn’t have any place to keep Dad here. I appreciated what my sister was doing—I really did—but it was difficult to show that appreciation when her tone with me was always the same, the tone she’d taken since we were children: mildly disguised contempt. Alice is eight years older than me, so we were never close as kids; from the beginning she was forced into a quasi-parental role, especially when Mom’s health began to fail. Alice always resented me, I think, and shows it by dripping a kind of smiling disdain on everything I do. “Oh, what a nice—little—place you have here,” she’d said, lips pursed, when she first saw the apartment. “What a nice—little—job,” she’d remarked years back, when I first became a teacher in the D.C. Public Schools. And my novel? “What a nice—little—book.” 
 
   Alice didn’t mean to be rude, and I knew she genuinely cared about me, but at the same time I was little more than the village idiot to her. Her life was stylish, high-energy, high-power. I was low-energy, low-power. She didn’t get it. Never had.
 
   No, I didn’t want to talk to Alice now. I wasn’t ready for her brand of sweet-faced disdain.
 
   I changed my clothes, turned on the TV for a few minutes, then turned it off again. I remembered the cigarette in my coat pocket and fetched it, lay on my back on the sofa fondling it. If I were a really good teacher, I knew, I would grade all the assignments I’d brought home right then and clear my weekend—but I wasn’t that good a teacher. Anyway, my head throbbed. Finally I lit the cigarette and took a deep, satisfying drag. My entire body seemed to relax then. All tension just seeped away. Camel Filters, baby—distinctive flavor and world-class smoothness! My head felt better immediately. Ah, God, it tasted good, felt good. Was good.
 
   The apartment grew dim as I smoked; darkness comes on early in winter. I didn’t bother to turn on a light. I just lay there staring at the ceiling, enjoying my first smoke in weeks. When I was finished I closed my eyes and just remained motionless for a time, mellow in the afterglow. 
 
   Finally it was totally dark in the room. I shifted to a sitting position, stood and looked out at the deep twilight that had settled over the Circle. I considered for a moment going out, getting a meal somewhere, being with people—any people. But no. Anyway, the weather was nasty—as beautiful as the frozen rain looked from here, dropping onto the roofs and streetlamps and streets, I knew it was growing treacherous outside. There was little traffic for a Friday afternoon, and few people on the street.
 
   I stood there for a long time, staring out. After a while I looked down, directly below the window, and noticed a figure standing on the sidewalk near a streetlamp eight floors below. It was too far and too dim for me to see in any detail the person who stood there, but I could make out—I thought I could, at least—that it was a woman, or rather a girl, with straight brown hair. Her coat was brown too. She stood with her arms at her sides, motionless. She was looking up. I had the unsettling sensation that she was looking straight at me.
 
   3
 
   Saturday brought a blue-sky, winter-clear morning. Whatever ice had accumulated the previous night was quickly melting away in the bright December sun and the streets and gutters were filled with trickling streams of dirty water. My mood was better—it usually was on Saturdays—and I agreed to come see Alice at her home in Arlington. “It’ll give you a chance to see Dad,” she said over the phone. 
 
   That was certainly true. Whether it was a chance I welcomed, though, was another question. 
 
   After wolfing down a scone and a hot mug of chai at Teaism, one of my favorite eateries in Dupont Circle, I boarded the Metro and sank back into my seat, letting the train take me into what felt like the interior of the earth. The car was nearly empty and I found my mind wandering, somewhat unwillingly, to Dad, to Mom, to Alice, to things that had happened decades before which should have held no relevance to me now, at age thirty-six, but which still seemed to exert an invincible hold on my mind. 
 
   Thinking of the past made me tired. But it insisted on being thought about.
 
   When I thought about my father I pictured a man filled with wild angers and resentments, his hands flailing madly about in high dudgeon against whatever was enraging him at the moment: the goddamn government, goddamn taxes, goddamn liberals, goddamn niggers, goddamn faggots, goddamn lawyers, goddamn welfare, goddamn illegals, goddamn Supreme Court. His eyes would bug out and his mouth contort as he glared at me, his latest crazed pronouncement having just escaped his lips—how the government should require all citizens to arm themselves, for instance, or how it should be legal for a citizen to kill on sight any Latino not carrying proof of U.S. citizenship. (“There’s the solution to that problem,” he’d shout, glaring at me and pointing a finger-gun at my head. “Bang!”) Then, having delivered me of his newest country-salvaging strategy, he would inevitably pause, catch his breath, and demand to know, “Well, am I right or am I right? Huh?”
 
   At ten, at twelve, at fourteen, I would agree that he was right. I’m frightened to contemplate now how many people I agreed to murder, to publicly execute, to imprison and torture without trial or hope of legal remedy, in order simply to appease my father’s anger—his endless grievances—in order simply to get him to stop talking. 
 
   But my father was neither an ignorant nor an uneducated man. Thanks to the G.I. Bill he’d been able to carry himself from a hardscrabble childhood in the southwest through a couple of years of engineering classes in college to an excellent position at a California aerospace firm, where he ultimately became a mid-level manager. Along the way he’d married the woman who would become my mother, found a little tract house in a nondescript town near his job, and, ultimately, had Alice and me. On the surface it was a sufficiently successful life, yet my father never seemed to quite believe in his success. His insecurities became resentments; his resentments became his mad tirades. 
 
   His drinking, of course, fueled all this. I remembered the sound of the front door being shoved open hard, long after midnight; the sound of his booze-clumsy feet thudding unevenly on the carpet. I was eight, nine. I would listen as Alice came out from her room, talking softly to him, trying to get him to go to bed; his softly slurred words, goddamn and shit and bullshit, but not angry now, just the murmurings of a man past coherence and virtually past consciousness. 
 
   C’mon, Dad, c’mon, Daddy, I’d hear Alice say. Put your arm over my shoulder. You need to go to sleep, okay?
 
   Bullshit, he’d mumble. Goddamn bullshit…
 
   He wasn’t always like this, of course. My memory holds within it wavering, static-streaked images of the three of us on summer vacation at Lake Shasta, sporting about merrily in our power boat, my bikini-clad sister attracting a great deal of attention for reasons I didn’t yet quite understand, my father gloweringly protective but proud, too. I remember dark-of-night marshmallow roasts at our campsite, my own clumsy tendency to light my marshmallows on fire, Alice’s patient assistance, Dad smiling, sitting a little to the side—drinking enough beer to put him in a mellow mood but not enough to incapacitate him—and sometimes bringing out a harmonica and leading a silly, laughter-rich family singalong. I remember a trip—two trips, maybe?—to Reno, Dad leaving Alice and me on our own to lurk about the kid-friendly sections of the Circus Circus or see a movie while he played poker late into the night, invariably in a good mood when we met up with him later, buying us sodas and cheeseburgers. 
 
   But these memories don’t hold up in my mind, don’t stay sharp and focused before me the way that the others do. I have to will myself to recall anything positive, anything unthreatening about my father. To me he is the man with the wild eyes, the shouting, the pointing at me and, “Well, am I right or am I right? Huh?”
 
   I got off at Metro Center, stumbling my way through the crowd onto a Blue Line train that would take me into Virginia. I felt hungry for a cigarette again, though I had none with me. The prospect of seeing my father, even in his vastly diminished state, made me nervous and fidgety. We had hardly spoken in years. As always, Alice had been our go-between, sharing news with each of us. But a year or so before Dad had had a fairly serious traffic accident on 18th Street and it became apparent that he was suffering from something beyond merely the forgetfulness or ordinary inattention Alice and others had noticed in him. Finally he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s; his driver’s license was revoked; and his life was essentially over, except for the living of it.
 
   I tried to doze as the train went above ground and the Virginia landscape passed by the window. I knew none of these memories should prey on me, knew that worrying about such things just amounted to wasted energy. But I couldn’t stop, somehow, and as the train neared my station I felt depression pouring over me like a familiar, not-unwelcome shroud. I considered just getting off and taking the next train on the opposite track back to D.C., where I could call Alice from my apartment and make some sort of excuse. Then I could get back into bed, which is where I most wanted to be, and slip into a happily dreamless oblivion. 
 
   But I knew she would be waiting for me, and as I exited the station there she was: smiling and looking rather resplendent in a soccer-mom kind of way, with her leather boots, faded blue jeans, long gray coat loosely sashed around her, and a big silken scarf, rainbow-hued, which encircled her neck and shoulders. She had on a gray English driving cap, a typically whimsical touch. But what I noticed were her eyes. My sister is a beautiful woman, there’s no denying it—blonde hair reaching to her shoulders (wrapped now in a ponytail), an upsloping pixie nose, wide green eyes—but under the eyes I saw unfamiliar dark rings. Lines, too, deep little crevices in her skin, had imprinted themselves around the edges of those eyes. She was extraordinarily well-preserved for a forty-four-year-old woman—she looked to be in her early thirties at most, the homecoming princess she’d once been still clearly visible to anyone—but I knew immediately, as others might not have, that something was wrong.
 
   “Hey, Ben,” she said, as we exchanged a perfunctory hug and kiss.
 
   “Hi, Sis.” I studied her. “You okay?”
 
   “Oh God, does it show that bad?” She chuckled sadly. “I’m okay, Ben. C’mon, I’ll tell you about it in the car.”
 
   “The car” was a Hummer, one of those giant tank-like monstrosities that had recently begun littering the American highways. Alice’s husband liked things big: big house, big car, big family, big money. Alice herself always seemed slightly embarrassed to be driving such a vehicle, though she would defend it by saying, “Well, it’s convenient. No problem packing the kids and all their friends in, that’s for sure.”
 
   “So how’s Dad?” I asked, once we were on the road.
 
   “Not so good,” she said. “Ben, I don’t know how much longer we can keep him.”
 
   “Why? What happened?”
 
   She sighed, her face pensive. “He’s been bothering Mindy.”
 
   Mindy was her youngest daughter. “ ‘Bothering’? What do you mean?”
 
   “Um—bothering. You know. He…he makes her feel uncomfortable, she says.”
 
   “Why? What’s he done?”
 
   “Well, he hasn’t exactly done anything,” she said. “But his…he doesn’t know where he is, sometimes. He doesn’t always know who people are. He remembers me and Jim without any problem, but he confuses the kids with each other. Sometimes he forgets that they are my kids. He just…”
 
   “What?”
 
   She sighed. “He just…tells her she’s pretty, that kind of stuff.”
 
   “Well—that doesn’t necessarily—”
 
   “No, Ben, I know, okay? I know the way he can be.”
 
   I looked at her. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well—when I was a girl—sometimes—when he was drunk—well, I just know what she means, anyway. Mindy. When she says he makes her uncomfortable.”
 
   “Uncomfortable how?”
 
   “Just—the things he says, sometimes. He would say the same kind of things to me when I was a teenager.”
 
   “Just that you’re pretty?”
 
   “No. More than that, Ben. Like—I don’t know.”
 
   We drove in awkward silence for a few minutes. I felt strange, off-balance. This was not the kind of conversation I usually had with my sister.
 
   “Alice,” I said at last, “you’re not hiding something from me, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I mean—about Dad?”
 
   “No. I’m not. I mean it, Ben, he never—it wasn’t like that. I knew that he was never going to—to touch me, or anything like that. Even when he was drunk out of his mind I was never afraid of that kind of stuff. That wasn’t Dad.” She scowled. “But—sometimes, when you were out on your bike or something and he and I were alone, and he was drinking, well—he would look at me in a weird way. Like—like guys at school looked at me.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.”
 
   “No, it—” She stopped, fell silent. She was visibly struggling to express herself, another thing I’d rarely seen with this plainspoken, ultra-confident sister of mine. “He never exactly said anything, okay? And he certainly never did anything. Not at all. Just…the way he would look at me. It made me uncomfortable, just the way it does with Mindy now.  And when he talked to me in those times it was like, ‘Sweetheart, you’re going to break some man’s heart someday.’ Stuff like that. Well, I knew what he meant. It was his heart I was breaking.” She seemed to think about it. “I looked like Mom, you know. A lot.”
 
   “I guess you did. You still do.”
 
   “Weird to think I’ve outlived her.”
 
   “So have I, now.” She died when she was thirty-five; I was three. There was little of her left in me now. A softly-said word, the shape of her hands, how her skirt swayed as she turned a corner, walking away from me. And her voice. I remembered, or thought that I did, how, holding me in her arms, she would gently whisper-sing the simplest of all lullabies to me:
 
   Rock-a-bye baby, on the tree top,
 
   When the wind blows, the cradle will rock,
 
   When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall,
 
   And down will come baby, cradle and all. 
 
   But maybe I didn’t really recall this. Perhaps it was just my imagination, filling in the vast blanks.
 
   When it happened last summer I was aware of the exact day when I’d lived longer than my mother. On August 7th  I’d survived more time on this Earth than she had. Yet I didn’t want to say this to Alice—to admit that I’d consciously thought of it that day. It seemed private, something only I and my mother’s shade should know.
 
   “Jesus, I guess you have.” A smile drifted across my sister’s face, then vanished. “Anyway, he—he gets so confused now. Yesterday I found a cake of soap in the refrigerator, you know? I just—we could keep him for a while, but this thing with Mindy, I’m just—”
 
   “What a bastard,” I said.
 
   “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Don’t say that. It’s not fair to him.”
 
   “Oh the hell with fairness! You just told me you thought that he—”
 
   “He missed Mom,” she said firmly. “He still does. That’s the problem. And I’m afraid that—well—I just can’t have him around her. Around us.”
 
   “What do you want to do?” I dreaded the suggestion she might make: that he come to stay with me.
 
   “I don’t know. That’s why I wanted to see you.” She looked over at me and smiled. “I do miss you, you know. When you disappear for months on end.”
 
   “You know where I live, Sis. You have my phone number.”
 
   “Yeah, but you never return your goddamn calls, do you?”
 
   “A teacher leads a busy life. Don’t be offended.”
 
   “I’m not offended. I’m sad. I hope you’re at least getting laid a lot, now that you’re single again. How is Kate, by the way?”
 
   “I haven’t seen Kate in months.”
 
   “Well, I never liked her, to be perfectly honest. But you knew that.”
 
   “Yes.” And I knew why, even if she didn’t: Alice and Kate were too similar, shared too many of the same intensities. “And I’m not getting laid much, by the way. Too busy writing.”
 
   “Writing.” She nodded. “I remember your novel. That was a nice little book.” For a moment, the sister I knew was returned to me—that note of disdain had crept into her voice. But it vanished as quickly as it had surfaced, and I realized that Alice was making a concerted effort to be nice—to not be the sister I knew. “But do you mean to tell me you don’t have women channeling in and out of that little apartment of yours? That’s not the Ben Fall I remember.”
 
   I wanted to say, Sis, the Ben Fall you remember is dead and gone, but I said: “That was a long time ago, Alice.”
 
   “Not so long. You were a good-looking kid. You’d still be good-looking, if you took care of yourself.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   But she was right. Once upon a time, for a period of a few years between the end of my last big relationship and the beginning of my marriage, I’d been what my students would call a player. It shocked me, now. My behavior seemed to belong to someone else’s past life, not mine. There had been dozens of women, young ladies who were attracted to me at least in part because I was in mourning, and it showed: but then, when I and the world were young, it showed on a svelte, graceful guy in his twenties, a published writer, a seemingly sweet, sensitive, melancholy boy with a tendency toward black clothing and poetic utterings. Oh, that boy was me all right—he was no act. But I learned fairly quickly that something in my persona brought out a motherly feeling in girls my age, and after an initial period of astonishment at my good fortune I took every advantage I could of this realization. There were one-night stands, one-day liaisons, one-week relationships. Lots of them. For years. It was hard to remember most of them now. A pale arm reaching up to my face; the sound of sighing, rumpled sheets, bare feet padding off to the bathroom; happy whispers from girls who didn’t know that our relationship would end within hours.  
 
   Well, with Kate I’d at last reaped the whirlwind. By the time she was finished with me—though truly, she wasn’t finished even now—that period belonged to my distant past. It would never come again. I was old now, tired, fifty pounds heavier; I could feel my slack belly pressing over the top of my belt. Running my hand through my hair, I noticed for the thousandth time how little of it there was left.
 
   At last we pulled up to the familiar two-story architectural marvel that was my sister’s house, all glass and angled planes and beams of steel and redwood. I’d always thought it a curious-looking place, but my knowledge of architecture is nonexistent. Hell, it was featured in Architectural Digest. That’s something, I guess. And passing through the high front doors I couldn’t deny an airiness, a quality of light that was striking. With so much glass everywhere you felt practically bathed in sun when you stepped in. The hallway was festooned with little multicolored Christmas lights. They reminded me that I needed to buy a Christmas card to send to her and her family.
 
   “Dad’s in the TV room, I think,” Alice said, leading the way.
 
   It was a shock to see him. I knew he’d declined since we’d last been together a few months before, but I still wasn’t prepared for the sagging, sack-like skin, the gray pallor, the generally shriveled, sunken, hunched-over quality of the man. His eyes, drooping and red-rimmed, glanced up from the television (a gigantic home-theater unit, of course) without interest.
 
   “Daddy,” Alice said, advancing toward him, “Ben’s here to see you. Isn’t that nice?”
 
   “Hm.” His eyes showed no sign of recognition, but then Dad had always acted indifferent whenever I entered a room. His eyes returned to the TV screen. The sound, I noticed, seemed to be off. “Waitin’ for the game.”
 
   “What game’s that, Dad?” I asked, moving forward, trying to sound happy to be there.
 
   “Supposed to start. On the pre-game now.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” I said, glancing at the screen and noticing a couple of beefy-looking guys in suits standing on the sidelines of a football field wearing headphones and talking into hand-held microphones. Judging from the uniformed players passing behind them, it appeared to be a college game.
 
   Alice’s eyes met mine. She silently mouthed the words I’ll be in the kitchen and stepped away. 
 
   I sat down next to my father, or rather this husk that had once been him. Watching football games on television with him were some of the only peaceful moments I’d ever shared with the man, some of the only ones that weren’t poisoned by tension and suspicion and anger. I never cared a whit for football or any other sport, yet sitting there led me to some vague, queasily nostalgic feeling.
 
   “Who’s playing?” I asked.
 
   “Kickoff in a couple of minutes.”
 
   “Oh. That’s great.” I sat staring at the silent screen for a minute, until a commercial featuring bikini-clad girls tossing cans of beer to eager young guys in swimsuits came on. “Hey Dad, how are you doing these days? How are you feeling?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yeah. How are you doing?”
 
   “I’m doin’ fine,” he said, his tone defensive. His voice was unusually high and wheezy, as if he were whispering; yet he was speaking at a normal volume. “Why do you want to know, anyway?”
 
   “Well, I’m just interested, that’s all, Dad.”
 
   “Interested. Shit.” His eyes remained riveted to the screen as the babes and the young dudes all partied together on the beach and the logo of the company was superimposed over them. Ah yes, I thought, the great things that can happen in your life thanks to alcohol.
 
   “Well, I’m glad you feel fine, anyway. How’s Alice treating you?”
 
   “Alice?”
 
   “Alice. How’s she treating you here?”
 
   “What’re you talkin’ about?”
 
   I looked at him. The bright sunlight in the room created shadows around the crevices in his skin. His fingers and hands looked somehow undernourished, more like fragile sticks with some kind of parchment stretched over them. 
 
   “Alice?” I tried again. “Do you remember Alice?”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “Your daughter.”
 
   “Yeah, Alice, yeah. Makes me take that goddamn medicine.”
 
   “Well, it’s good for you, Dad.”
 
   “Tastes like shit.”
 
   “Do you remember who she is? Alice? The things we all used to do together?”
 
   “There’s a good-lookin’ one around here,” he said. “Pretty. I told her.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Who’s that?”
 
   “Young one. Bet she’s got a tight one.”
 
   “Well…maybe it’s not a good idea to tell her she’s pretty, Dad.”
 
   “What the fuck do you know about it?” The words were familiar but the tone was flat, affectless. “Any normal man wants to screw a good-lookin’ female.”
 
   “I’m just saying.”
 
   “None a’ your fuckin’ business, far as I can see. Don’t know why you’re even talkin’ to me. You don’t know anything. Never did. Stupid shithead.”
 
   So he was still in there somewhere, my father. Buried under layers of age and confusion and incipient dementia, he was in there. And he remembered his nickname for me, uttered thousands of times in my youth. Shithead.
 
   “Dad, I just…”
 
   “I know more than you think I do,” he said, his eyes never leaving the television. “I know more’n all of you.”
 
   “I’m sure you do.”
 
   “I know about that guy, too. Don’t think I don’t.”
 
   “Guy?”
 
   “The guy they got spyin’ on me. Follows me. I see him. Son of a bitch. Old guy.”
 
   “You think Alice hired someone to follow you, Dad?”
 
   “Don’t think. Know. See him in the corner of my eye.” He turned his head suddenly one way, then another. I noticed the overgrown white brows that grew every which way over his eyes, lending him, at least to me, the look of a geriatric Satan. “Nope. Ain’t here now.” He shook his head and his tongue ran over his lips, which were quivering slightly. “I’ll catch him. I’ll catch him and when I do I swear I’ll kill the fucker. You just see if I don’t. Buncha bastards,” he finished, more quietly. “Buncha goddamn bastards.”
 
   “Right.” I stood. “Well, listen, Dad, it’s been great to see you.”
 
   “Kickoff time.” He pointed. “Look.”
 
   I looked. “Hey, yeah, that’s great. I sure hope you enjoy the game. I’m going to have to go, Dad.”
 
   “Aw shit, they won the toss. Shit.”
 
   “Right, well—I’ll see you, Dad.”
 
   I left him sitting forward in his chair, staring at the silent TV. I moved into the kitchen, where I found Alice staring out the window with a mug in her hands.
 
   “Jesus,” I said.
 
   She nodded, gestured vaguely toward the stove. “There’s coffee if you want it.”
 
   “He told me that you hired a guy to follow him? An old guy?”
 
   “Ben, that’s him,” she said softly. “Sometimes he doesn’t recognize himself in mirrors anymore.” She looked at me. “What did he say about Mindy?”
 
   “Just that she was pretty. That’s all. Sis, he’s going to have to be hospitalized.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I stood there stupidly, studying her profile as she looked out at the backyard. After a moment I realized that she was crying. There was no sound, her shoulders didn’t shake; I just saw a tear run slowly down her cheek. I’d hardly ever seen my sister cry. Yet when I went to her, touched her shoulder, she put down her coffee and turned quickly to me, letting loose a flood of wailing into my shoulder.
 
   I said nothing. There was nothing to say.
 
   Finally, after a few minutes, she pulled herself together, turning from me and splashing some water from the sink onto her face, drying herself with a dishcloth. 
 
   “I look,” she said at last, “so much like Mom. We both do. Me and Mindy, I mean.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s just—” She shook her head. “It’s just so sad.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, memories of a thousand shoutings and ravings about the government and the niggers and the Jews clattering through my head—my shit head.
 
    “Yes. It’s so sad.”
 
   # # #
 
   By the time I got back to Dupont Circle the clouds had closed in again and it was cold. My well-warmed apartment beckoned, but it was only four o’clock and I knew that if I went straight back I was as likely as not to simply crawl back into bed again. I can sleep for eighteen hours at a stretch sometimes. And yet I’m never particularly refreshed upon waking.
 
   Instead I wandered into the Olsson’s bookstore on 19th Street and looked around for a while. For someone who was supposedly a writer I seemed to read little these days, though I still enjoyed being around books, touching them, fanning their pages. But the effort of actually reading any often seemed more than I was willing to undertake. Once upon a time I’d lived, breathed, virtually eaten books, especially novels and poetry: there was nothing—maybe not even sex—to equal the sensation of sinking into the world of Faulkner or Hawthorne or Rilke or Hardy. I could read, read all day and all night; when I was twenty-three I devoured Anna Karenina in a single stupendous sitting of nineteen straight hours, stuffing bread and donuts into myself as necessary, collapsing mesmerized, overwhelmed, into my bed as I finished in the pinkening dawn. I was changed, changed forever. Or so I thought.
 
   And so it had been with my writing, then: the passion, the wild verve with which I scribbled vignettes, stories, whole novels in pencil on my long legal-sized legal pads, transcribing the results on my little Olympia portable typewriter and, later, a computer. My first publications happened, short stories in the little magazines, university quarterlies. No money, but the invincible glory of print. Nothing else seemed to matter: absorbing books, writing, writing, writing. 
 
   How long ago it all was. So much energy dissipated, wasted. So much life lost, never to return. I’d written little in the past decade; nothing at all since my six days’ wonder of a hack novel made me very slightly famous for perhaps eight excruciating months. The faucet had slowed to a drip, then dried up altogether. I still made desultory attempts every now and then, sharpening my pencils carefully and propping the yellow pad on my knees as I once had. I rarely came away with more than a few disjointed sentences, leading to nothing.
 
   As I glanced across the lines of mysteries I reflexively checked under “F” to find my novel, though I knew it wouldn’t be there. It was out of print; I hadn’t seen it on a bookstore shelf in years. The only way anyone could buy it now was at a used bookshop or from one of those new online second-hand sellers. Sometimes I purchased things from those “virtual bookstores” myself, but it never felt right, somehow—it never felt real. 
 
   While I was musing on these topics I crossed into the Fiction and Literature section and noticed a young woman at the other end of the aisle, around “G.” Her head was angled sideways to read the titles on the spines of the books. She looked like hundreds of other young women in D.C.: slim and serious, with long straight hair, small stylish glasses, and something of a pinched look about her eyes. Twenty-five years old, I guessed, give or take. No wedding ring. She wore one of those ubiquitous black overcoats all women in D.C. have. Her legs were bare—the lower half of them, anyway—in a female fashion I’d never understood; surely it was too cold for bare skin. She had on black boots. On impulse I moved near to her.
 
   “Excuse me,” I said, scanning the books before me, “are you standing in front of Graham Greene?”
 
   She looked up from her browsing. “What?”
 
   “Graham Greene.”
 
   Though she hadn’t been smiling before, her face definitely frowned now. “Um…I don’t know.” She looked. “Yeah. Here.” She backed away to let me see.
 
   “What are you looking for?” I asked, smiling as pleasantly as I could. “I could help you find it. After all, you helped me find Mr. Greene.”
 
   She shook her head. The frown became a scowl. “I’m just looking around.”
 
   I followed her a few steps. “What do you like to read?” I asked. “Novels?”
 
   Her eyes went back to the books. “Not really,” she said in a dismissive tone. She turned away.
 
   “They have a little coffee bar here,” I said, insisting on the point even though I could see I would get nowhere with this woman. “We could get a cup of coffee and look at books together.”
 
   She studied me, not looking particularly happy to be doing it. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “My treat.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “Oh, come on,” I said lightly, my best casual smile creasing my face. “One cup of coffee, on me. You’ve got nothing to lose but your loneliness and pain.”
 
   “Leave me alone,” she said, suddenly turning on her heel and marching toward the front door. Before she’d gone three steps I heard her mutter quietly—but not too quietly—“Asshole.”
 
   I waited a few minutes, then left the store as well. I knew I’d gotten what I deserved. I would do this sometimes—approach a woman who was obviously not going to be available to a middle-aged, balding slob like myself, just for the sheer masochistic pleasure of the rejection. How long ago it all seemed, the times when I could walk into a bookstore just like this one and, with little more than my smile and a dopey line or two like “You’ve got nothing to lose but your loneliness and pain,” walk out not with a book, but with a girl. Well, sometimes I’d get a book, too. Usually she’d pay for it.
 
   I stopped at the Bank of America ATM and withdrew three hundred dollars, which was the maximum allowed, then trudged through the quickly-darkening afternoon toward the apartment. When I got there I forced myself to stay out of the bed, instead putting water on for tea and turning on the computer in my bedroom. Since I’d only gone online the year before, the Internet was still relatively new to me. I was amazed at how quickly it had come to dominate my life. E-mail still seemed a small miracle; my desk drawers contained envelopes and stamps that I imagined now I would never use. There was nothing much of interest today, though, so I wasted time book-browsing as I drank my tea. Then I cruised around on a few nudie sites, trying to keep the vision of the woman in the bookstore out of my mind. She’d been attractive—not wildly so, but quite acceptably. I still longed for such trysts, though I hadn’t had one in many years. They belonged to a time in my life when everything had seemed easy…well, not everything, maybe. But how pleasant it had been to have that available practically whenever I’d wanted it. It sometimes felt as if I might recapture that time, that charisma or whatever it was that I’d had, but I knew it wasn’t true. I could lose fifty pounds, I supposed, and try hair implants or Rogaine, but I’d still be a thirty-six-year-old high school teacher, divorced and all but broke, rather than the young dashing long-haired boy I’d been—back when my poverty was more like a style statement for the fledgling artist I was, when girls were all too willing to feed me before and after the main event of the evening. Ah, God. 
 
   Too many things to not think about. The vision of the woman in the bookstore vied for attention with my leather-faced father, his remarks about my niece’s prettiness and her “tight one” and his determination to kill the old man he thought pursued him. My sister, totally uncharacteristically crying on my shoulder. Then I thought of all the grading I had sitting in my briefcase, waiting for me patiently, as malevolent things often do. 
 
   Sighing, I picked up the phone and called Tracy, asking her to come over. 
 
   “Are you free?” I said.
 
   “For you, anything, baby doll.” 
 
   She arrived an hour later, after I’d wolfed down leftovers from the refrigerator for my dinner. Tracy is a good-looking woman: hazel eyes, shoulder-length auburn hair, curvaceous as all hell. She was wearing the incongruous combination of goose down coat and mini-skirt, with black hose and very high stiletto heels that looked painful, even if she was aggressively graceful in them. 
 
   “Jesus,” I said, welcoming her in and giving her a peck on the cheek. “A mini-skirt? In this cold?”
 
   “It was okay,” she said, grinning and stripping off the coat. “I took a taxi. It was warm.”
 
   “Well, thanks for coming on short notice.” 
 
   “Oh, no prob. Only I need to go by ten, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She nodded toward the bedroom. “Want me to go in?”
 
   “Yeah. Sure. You know where it is. Hey, do you want some wine?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say no to a glass. Just a little one. I have to keep my wits about me.” 
 
   I laughed and she disappeared into the bedroom, slipping off the heels as she moved. I found the half-full bottle of Chardonnay in the fridge and poured two glasses. By the time I made my way to her she was already undressed and in the bed, sitting up and looking toward me.
 
   “Hey, thanks,” she said, taking the wine and sipping at it while I took off my clothes and joined her. We drank wine for a few minutes, not speaking. My free hand moved up and down her body. Finally we put the glasses aside and she took the lead, kissing me deeply and touching me everywhere. Tracy knows what she’s doing, without a doubt. 
 
   But tonight it wasn’t working. I seemed to feel nothing but desolation as I lay there, watching her heroic efforts to make my body respond. This happened more and more these days; a new kind of sparking-out, another kind of onrushing failure, unimaginable only a few years ago.
 
   “Let’s give it a few minutes, okay?” I said at last.
 
   She smiled cheerfully, as she always does, and pulled herself up next to me, kissed my jaw. “Sure thing,” she said. “Whatever you want. You’re tired tonight, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “That’s okay. Just tell me what you want me to do.”
 
   “Nothing, right now. Let’s just stay here for a while.”
 
   “Fine with me.”
 
   We lay there together, my arm around her in the darkness. I could hear the night wind pressing lightly against the bedroom window. It felt good to be there with her—warm, soft, quiet. I felt I could nod off to sleep with her, wake with her the next morning. How I wanted to—how I didn’t want to have to return to this bed alone, pulling the covers over myself, blocking out the world. But I knew I would. She’d already said she had to go. I knew she wouldn’t stay.
 
   I studied her body absently, touching the freckles on her shoulders and stroking her little round bottom. Time drifted. I think I nodded off to sleep for a time, then woke again to discover her still there beside me. 
 
   Sorrow poured over me then in sudden black waves and I felt dirty, ashamed of myself; for a ghastly moment I thought I would start to cry, but I held it in. Finally I guided her hand to me and we tried again for a few minutes, but there was nothing.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said at last, sorrow and shame sheeting through me.
 
   “Hey, don’t worry about it. Want to do something else?”
 
   “I guess not. Unless you’ve got a cigarette.”
 
   “Ha! That, I do have.” She reached over to the chair where she’d left her purse and pulled out a package of Virginia Slims, one of my least favorite cigarettes of all time—surely the bland, unsatisfying things were created by some non-smoker somewhere with the specific intent of killing a person’s desire to smoke. But right now it didn’t matter. We lit up and drank what was left in our wine glasses. 
 
   “You okay?” she said at last. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay. Wish you smoked a better kind of cigarette, though.”
 
   “Hey, these are the healthy kind. Smoke away.”
 
   I chuckled. I genuinely liked Tracy, who had a good sense of humor—or seemed to. It was hard to tell, really, since there wasn’t a single moment we ever spent together in which she wasn’t playacting, pretending to be my sweet and supportive quasi-girlfriend.
 
   At last it neared ten o’clock and, with a final, quick kiss, she got up and dressed. I wanted to pull her back into the bed, but I just watched until she was finished, then got up and wrapped my bathrobe around myself. We made our way back out into the main room and as she pulled on her coat I found my wallet and brought out the three hundred dollars, handed the wad of bills to her.
 
   “Thanks, baby doll,” she said. “Call me, okay?”
 
   I smiled wanly. “I will.”
 
   She opened the door, fanned her fingers at me with a smile, and closed the door behind her. 
 
   I stood there for a long time, hollow inside. If anything, I felt worse than I’d felt before. This always happened, actually. Yet time after time I couldn’t resist picking up the phone when the long night’s cavern yawned before me and I could see no path to the light, none at all. 
 
   I rested my forehead against the wall for several minutes. Then I moved to the kitchen, cupped my palms for a drink from the faucet, splashed some of the water on my face. My heart had begun beating hard for some reason, hard and fast, thundering inside my skull.
 
   Jesus Christ, I thought. Jesus Christ. 
 
   At last I moved back into the bedroom and switched on the light, which seemed to shine garishly bright. With a sensation of disgust I stared at the empty glasses, the cigarette butts in the ashtray, and, most of all, the rumpled bed sheets.
 
   Knocking the glasses and ashtray to the carpet, I tore the sheets from the bed and hurled them against the opposite wall. Then I collapsed onto the naked mattress and pulled the blankets up over me. I lay shivering in the hard light until dawn came.
 
   4
 
   Sunday was quieter. It had to be, after the grim eventfulness of the day before. No distraught sisters, no Alzheimer-ridden fathers, no pathetic attempted pickups in bookstores, no high-end prostitutes—my bank account was practically at zero, anyway.
 
   In fact, I stayed in. The day was colorless and cold—ideal weather for remaining indoors and grading papers while drinking lots of hot coffee. I had the radio on, first to the classical station, WGMS, but what they were playing was too lightweight, too Bach-baroque. I switched to D.C.’s classic-rock station, 94.7, “the Arrow,” and listened with half an ear to Queen, Bad Company, Bachman-Turner Overdrive, Grand Funk Railroad. Perfect. I cleaned up the bedroom. I did laundry. I considered taking the elevator down to the little mini-mart adjacent to the building and picking up a pack of cigarettes—I could still taste that foul Virginia Slim somewhere in the back of my throat, a taste bad enough to be unpleasant yet cigarette enough to make me crave the real thing. But I held back, chewed lots of gum, got through the day. 
 
   In the late afternoon I turned on my computer and found, among the offers for low-cost sex toys and the Nigerian potentates wishing to hand over their riches to me in exchange for my bank account number, an e-mail from an address which made me pause.
 
   raingirl16@raingirl.com.
 
   I’d not given her a thought since Friday night, and now I felt a little guilty about it. We’d parted on bad terms. I wondered for a moment how she knew my e-mail address, but then realized that the school website had it listed.
 
   The subject heading read: Im Sorry!!!!
 
   I clicked on the message. 
 
   Hi Mr. Fall! Im sorry about Friday. Your right I can be a nosy B**CH sometimes. Im really sorry. Plz forgive me. How r u? What did u do yesterday? Will u be at school tomorow? I guess u will be. Ill be there. Have u written any more books? Well thats about it Mr. Fall. Again IM REALLY SORRY. 
 
   xxxoooxxooxxoxoxox 
 
   The Rain Girl. (Or is it Rain GRRRL?! Ha!)
 
   I stared at the screen for several minutes. A teacher has to be careful about private communications with students—especially male teachers with female students. I could ignore it, I supposed; no doubt I would run into her at school sometime next week, after all. On the other hand I noticed that she had sent the message early Saturday morning—I wondered how many times she’d checked her e-mail to see if I’d answered. Maybe none, of course. But somehow I didn’t think so. It’s hard for a kid to write to a teacher, especially to apologize for something. I thought about all those x’s and o’s in her closing. She would want to see a reply very much. 
 
   I wandered around my main room for a few minutes, sipping coffee and listening to the Edgar Winter Group on 94.7. Finally I sat before the computer again.
 
   Dear Rain Girl,
 
   I hesitated. A teacher addressing a female student by a pet name? 
 
   I deleted it. Instead I typed:
 
   Hi!
 
   Thanks for your note. But the apologies are all mine. I was rude to you. I was tired and had a headache, but that’s not an excuse. Anyway, I sincerely apologize. 
 
   What did I do yesterday? Not much. A teacher’s life is pretty boring. Like today—all I’ve done is grade papers. (Be glad you’re not in my class. I’m fierce!) I hope your weekend has been better than mine. See you at school tomorrow!
 
   Mr. Fall.
 
   I looked at the last line; it seemed too formal. I struck it out.
 
   Ben Fall.
 
   The whole message looked a bit impersonal to me, so I typed:
 
   P.S. Maybe you should take my class—your spelling and grammar need help! (Please, it’s “you,” not “u”!)
 
   But she might take that as an insult. 
 
   I struck out the entire P.S. and hit “Send.”
 
   To my surprise, the flag of the little mailbox at the top corner of my screen popped up only a minute or two later. I clicked on it.
 
   raingirl16@raingirl.com.
 
   I opened the message.
 
   Hi Mr. Fall! Your message made me feel SOOOO MUCH BETTER. Im glad your not mad at me. But why are u apologizing, u didn’t do anything wrong? Hey I didn’t do anything this weekend either. My life is as borring as yours HA HA. Maybe we should get together and be borred together! 
 
   xxxoooxoxoxoxxxooo
 
   The R.G.
 
   I stared at the message, noticing again all those x’s and o’s—and, this time, an invitation, even if it was couched in humor, to “get together.” It was no doubt completely innocent, but I decided to tread carefully.
 
   Hi!
 
   Maybe we’ll talk next week about whose life is more boring! Meanwhile I have to shut off the computer now; it’s back to papers for me. See you Monday!
 
   Ben Fall.
 
   I hit “Send.” Then, just to be sure, I switched off the computer.
 
   # # #
 
   Monday was chaotic, as Mondays—especially rainy ones—tend to be. Students show up late in the morning, they don’t have their homework, they’re tired and cranky. I fumbled through my morning composition classes well enough, but found myself short of energy by lunchtime. Normally I just sit at my desk and eat whatever I’ve brought with me—the faculty room is a den of smoky temptation—but today I felt the need of a caffeine jolt, so I headed downstairs to the soda machine outside the main office. Frosty Coke can in my hand, I stepped into the school library on impulse, waved toward Mrs. Lewis behind the desk, and wandered over to the Mystery section, hunted around for Leprechauns Can Be Murder. I looked at the most recent checkout date; I was surprised to see that the book hadn’t been taken out in a year. Well, no, that didn’t surprise me; but I’d assumed my young friend had taken the book from here. Surely she hadn’t read the whole thing while sitting at one of the tables? Odd.
 
   Afternoon classes were better than the morning ones. The advanced class got into a healthy argument about why Gatsby stopped hosting his parties, and whether he was actually in love with Daisy at all.
 
   “He’s a stalker,” Annie declared, certain of herself as always. “He built his mansion just to be close to her but he didn’t even tell her he was there. He’s not in love with her. He’s obsessed with her. He’s creepy.”
 
   “She’s creepy,” Dion said. “I mean, what’s the matter with her? She’s crazy.”
 
   The discussion narrowed to the burning question of who was crazier, Gatsby or Daisy—not the deepest or most probing line of inquiry, perhaps, but they were staying on-task, which is half the battle. The kids in the back were unengaged, of course, but they were quiet enough. Overall, it was a good class period.
 
   Unfortunately, once the bell rang I knew it was time for our staff meeting—always the deadliest part of any week. After gathering my things I shuffled lifelessly toward the school cafeteria, our usual meeting spot, and found a seat. It occurred to me that I’d not seen my young friend anywhere around today; I wondered if she might be outside waiting for me. But why would she wait for me?
 
   When Barb Seymour blew into the room, papers falling this way and that from her grasp, I waved her over.
 
   “Hey, Ben!” she said in her breathless way, depositing her pile of work on the table and sitting.
 
   “See the agenda?” I asked.
 
   She chuckled. “I saw it.”
 
   “How much will you pay me for not revealing the secret of the stolen chalk?”
 
   “I’ll pay you in sexual services,” she said, brushing hair from her eyes. “How’s that?”
 
   I laughed. It was easy with Barb exactly because, except as friends, we were utterly unattracted to each other.
 
   The meeting commenced. My attention wandered, as it always does. I heard talk of sports schedules, of paperwork, of plans for Thursday, the last day of school before Winter Break. Someone suggested that the teachers have some sort of small party that afternoon. Our dyspeptic principal, Mr. Geiger, assured us it wasn’t in the budget. Our vice-principal, the young go-getter Mr. Russell, said that there was some discretionary petty cash that might cover it. Food was suggested. Pizza was discussed and agreed on, but then someone else said that not everyone liked pizza. There should be salad. Others suggested cheeseburgers, Buffalo wings, desserts. Mr. Geiger told them the school wasn’t a catering service. Pizza was returned to as the main item, but there were holdouts for salad. It went on for nearly half an hour, and in the end, nothing was decided, which meant there would be no party at all. This kind of thing happened all the time.
 
   By the time we got to the chalk it was nearly four o’clock. Geiger berated the entire staff while Barb and I maintained caught-in-the-cookie-jar poker faces. An argument ensued concerning how the principal could be so sure it had been a teacher. How could he know that it wasn’t a student, or a member of the administration, or not simply a clerical error? It went on for another twenty minutes with no resolution before, everyone exhausted and demoralized, the meeting broke up.
 
   “You caused that last bit,” I said to Barb reprovingly, smiling as we stood.
 
   “Oh, come on,” she said, gathering her things. “If it hadn’t been that it would have been something else. It’s a miracle we’re getting out of here at four-thirty. That’s pretty good for old Geiger-counter.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “Need a ride?”
 
   “Um…” I hesitated because I wondered if my young friend was outside, but I knew I was being silly. “Um—sure, Barb. That would be great.”
 
   As we left the building I looked around, but no one was in sight. Barb and I packed into her predictably stuffed-with-garbage VW Bug and pulled away from the school. 
 
   On the way to my apartment it crossed my mind that I’d never called Vincent. Well, I knew there would be a message or two waiting on my message machine. But it was a quarter to five; perhaps I could successfully duck him for another day. I’d not even glanced at the settlement papers he’d handed me on Friday—they were still sitting on my dining room table. Even thinking about them depressed me. The rain spattering the windshield of the VW didn’t help.
 
   “Want to come in?” I said as she pulled up in front of my building.
 
   She brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Nah. Gotta get home. Thanks, though.”
 
   “Well, thank you for the ride.”
 
    “No problem, Ben. You’d better get home and make your Y2K preparations.”
 
   I smiled. “Would you lay off about that?”
 
   “I’ll lay off when the world becomes a primitive wasteland filled with wandering bands of savages out of The Road Warrior sometime in the overnight hours of January the first, 2000. By the way, did you know that the end of 1999 isn’t even really the end of the millennium?”
 
   “Yeah, I heard that.”
 
   “There was no year zero. A millennium starts with year one, not year zero. So technically—”
 
   “I’ve heard that, Barb.” 
 
   “Well, you think about it, buster!” She grinned as I stepped out of the car. “Ta-ta!”
 
   She pulled away, the VW burping and gasping. I loved her teasing; it made me feel lighter somehow, connected to the world. But I knew what was waiting for me in the apartment. Vincent, which meant Kate. Maybe Alice, which meant Dad. Piles of grading. I stepped under the awning of the building to get out of the rain but then just stood there, trying to think of a reason not to go in.
 
   “Was that Ms. Seymour?” said a voice behind me.
 
   I knew whose it was without looking. 
 
   “Yes, it was.”
 
   She stepped in front of me. She had on the same light coat as before. Her hair hung straight down onto her shoulders. Her eyes were wide, guileless.
 
   “Do you like her?”
 
   “Like her? Of course I like her. She’s my friend.”
 
   “I mean like her like her.”
 
   I thought for a moment. “No. Not like that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know why not. Some people just don’t connect that way, that’s all.”
 
   “Oh.” She looked out at the rainy street. “I sent you an e-mail.”
 
   “Did you? I haven’t looked since yesterday.”
 
   “Well, I sent you one.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Will you answer it?”
 
   “I don’t see why I wouldn’t.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I didn’t see you in school today.”
 
   “No? I saw you, though.”
 
   “How are you always seeing me when I don’t see you?”
 
   She smiled, very slightly, glanced at me and then away. “Some people are observant,” she said.
 
   “When did you see me?”
 
   “At lunch. You came downstairs and got a Coke from the machine.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say hello then?”
 
   She shrugged. “I like just watching you.”
 
   I looked at her for a moment. “I—I have to go in now,” I said hesitantly. Once again I wondered if this girl was homeless or a runaway or what. The last class discussion came back to my mind: words like creepy and crazy. Yet in truth there was absolutely nothing creepy about this girl and she did not seem in any way crazy. She was just there, utterly plain, bland, quotidian.  I would never even have noticed her if she hadn’t shown up in my classroom after school the previous Thursday.
 
   “Okay,” she said, stepping out into the rain. “See you.”
 
   I turned to the building and was through the doors before I thought to check my optical illusion from last week: how she stood in the rain without apparently getting wet. But by the time I looked she was gone.
 
   Upstairs I saw the blinking light on my message machine and the flashing number 3. Ignoring it, I went to the bedroom and switched on my computer; I changed clothes and grabbed a soda from the refrigerator while I waited for it to boot up.
 
   Finally I was online. Ignoring the spams I went straight to raingirl16@raingirl.com. The heading simply read, “No Subject.”
 
   I clicked on the message.
 
   I LOVE YOU, BENJA-ME-ME!
 
   xxooxoxoxxxoxoox
 
   Your Rain Girl.
 
   Something bloomed dark and sour in my heart. My breath came fast. The floor tilted; I nearly fell from the chair. It wasn’t the declaration of love or the x’s and o’s that did it. It was the name.
 
   Benja-me-me.
 
   A heavy black wing swooped over my mind, blotting out the world. 
 
   I just made it to the wastebasket as my stomach seized up, and I vomited.
 
   5
 
   I almost called in sick the next morning, but realized that the worst course of action for me would be to sit around the apartment with nothing to do. The day floated by in a kind of phantasm—not threatening, but remote and something less than completely real. I felt as if I were on some odd kind of drug, one that didn’t make you high, exactly, but which removed you just a step from reality. Yet it wasn’t like a hallucinogen, either. I was able to teach my classes and interact with my colleagues but part of me wasn’t quite there.
 
   I knew I would see her again, of course. What I didn’t know is what I would say to her. My mind had run through a thousand possibilities, rational explanations, and yet: there were none. It wasn’t possible. She wasn’t possible.
 
   At the end of the day I sat at my desk in my empty classroom, staring out at the light rain streaking the windows. There were papers in front of me but I didn’t look at them. I had no thoughts in my head, just an overwhelming sense of disturbance, of the past as a quiet, still pool suddenly alive, tempest-tossed and thrashing. I had no specific memories, just distant disconnected sounds, pictures clear for an instant then splintered and blown in the air and kaleidoscoped apart again. 
 
   “Hi, Ben.”
 
   She wasn’t at a desk in the back now. She was in a chair next to me, only inches away. She looked the same as she had every time I saw her. The eyes, the hair, the bland appearance—but it was something other than blandness, I realized. Something more. Unfinished, that was it. She looked somehow unfinished, like a statue the artist had left off from too early. There was something vague, unspecific about her. That’s why it was so difficult to remember what she looked like whenever she wasn’t with me. Her skin didn’t have the kind of lines or pores or smudges or pimples or anything one might expect a sixteen-year-old girl’s skin to have. Her eyes seemed to lack individuality, spark: they were animated enough, but they could have been anyone’s eyes—they didn’t seem to be hers, somehow. That was why she was disturbing, even though there was nothing even vaguely threatening about her. 
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Did you get my e-mail?”
 
   “Yes. I got it. I…”
 
   “What?” She cocked her head, studying me.
 
   “How…how did you know?”
 
   “About…?”
 
   “The name. How did you know about the name?”
 
   “Oh, that.” She stood up suddenly, wandered over to the bookshelves and tilted her head to look at the titles on the spines. “I just made it up, that’s all. I hope you don’t mind. You don’t, do you? Hey, are any of these books any good? I need a good book to read.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   She looked at me again. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your name. I want to know your name.”
 
   She shrugged, continued studying the books.
 
   “You’re…” I hesitated. “Your name is Rachel, isn’t it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “No, it’s not.” Her eyes met mine. “Do you want to know the truth? The truth is I don’t have a name. So there.” She stuck out her tongue at me.
 
   “How can you not have a name?”
 
   “I just don’t.” She was near the back of the room now.
 
   “I think I know what you are.”
 
   “Do you?” she asked casually, pulling a paperback from the shelf and opening it.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And what am I?”
 
   “You’re a ghost.”
 
   The room was half-dark in the rainy afternoon. She seemed far away.
 
   “I’m a what?”
 
   “A ghost,” I said, standing and moving slowly forward. “It explains everything. Everything that’s so mysterious about you.”
 
   “What’s so mysterious about me?”
 
   I thought about it. “The fact that no one has ever seen you except me.”
 
   She looked at me with her dark eyes. She put the book back on the shelf. 
 
   Then, to my amazement, she burst out laughing. She laughed so hard and so long that she had to lean against the bookshelf for support. I began to chuckle too, though I didn’t know why.
 
   “What—what’s so funny?” I asked.
 
   Her laughter subsided to giggles. “You think I’m a ghost?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
    “Because no one else can see me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “I’ve never seen you with anyone else. No one else has ever spoken to you in my presence.”
 
   Still giggling, she pushed away from the bookshelf, glanced mischievously at me, and skipped quickly to the classroom door. She opened it and stuck her head out.
 
   “Excuse me!” she called to someone. In a moment Mr. Avery, one of the custodians, came into view in his gray coveralls. He held a mop in his hand. “Excuse me, sir?”
 
   “Yes?” he answered.
 
   “Do you have the time, sir?”
 
   Mr. Avery checked his wrist watch. “Four thirty-five,” he said.
 
   “Thank you very much.” She closed the door again and looked at me. 
 
   “A ghost, he says,” she stage-muttered. “Holy cow, Ben, this isn’t The Sixth Sense, you know. ‘I see dead people!’ Ooooh!” She bugged out her eyes and wiggled her fingers at me. 
 
   Her laughter had completely changed the atmosphere in the room. I suddenly felt relaxed, free, as if some enormous burden had been lifted from my shoulders. I dropped down into my teacher’s chair again. She picked up a piece of the chalk Barb had given me and started to doodle on the board.
 
   “I feel kind of stupid now,” I admitted.
 
   “Well, I think that’s appropriate.” She smiled.
 
   “Still—I don’t understand…”
 
   “What don’t you understand?” She drew a female form with short hair jutting out this way and that. She drew the choppy waves-tops of an ocean.
 
   “When I saw you—that first day—afterward—I was coming out of the café across the street and you were standing there in the rain.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “There—there was no rain on you. On your hair. It was dry. You were standing there without an umbrella and the rain was pouring down and your hair was dry. I saw that.”
 
   She shook her head, mock-exasperated. She put down the chalk and reached into her coat pocket, drew forth some kind of crumpled thing, unfolded it and put it over her head. It was a clear plastic hood. 
 
   I chuckled. “Are you kidding me?”
 
   “Some people just aren’t observant,” she chided, folding it and replacing it in her pocket.
 
   “How did you read my novel so fast?”
 
   “I’m a fast reader,” she shrugged. “I came early to school and sat in the library reading it.”
 
   “But you didn’t check it out?”
 
   “I owe them some fines.”
 
   “But—but what about the rain? I never see you except when it’s raining. Never.”
 
   “Really? Look out the window, Ben.”
 
   I did. The rain had stopped. Patches of blue sky showed through the gray.
 
   “Now can I ask you a question?” she said.
 
   I looked away from the sky, at her. Everything was explained. And yet, I knew, nothing was.
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   She stood close, looking down at me. “Why did you say you thought my name was Rachel?”
 
   I felt the black wing slice through my mind. “I just—thought it might be.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Rachel was—somebody I used to know.”
 
   She said gently, “The one who left you for somebody else? Or the one who killed herself?”
 
   “The—um, the one who killed herself.”
 
   “You thought I was her ghost?”
 
   “Something like that. I don’t know.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m nobody’s ghost, Ben. Do you mind that I’m calling you Ben?”
 
   “No, but—but that other name—in the e-mail…”
 
   “I just made it up, that’s all. Benja-me-me. Sounded funny.”
 
   “Don’t—honey, don’t use that name, okay?”
 
   “You don’t like it? Don’t tell me you think it’s ‘disrespectful.’ You’re cooler than that.”
 
   “No, it’s not that. Just—just don’t call me that name, okay? Please?”
 
   She studied me for a long moment, then shrugged. “Whatever you say.”
 
   “What do you want here? Why have you come?”
 
   “Well, jeez, I dunno,” she said, turning away. “Why not? Just to hang out.”
 
   “That’s all? Really?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “What about what you wrote in the e-mail?”
 
   She smiled. “I was just messing with your head. Don’t take everything so seriously.” She wandered near the door.
 
   “But…I have—questions…”
 
   “Ben,” she said, turning to face me again, “you shouldn’t ask too many questions.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “See, that’s another question.”
 
   I chuckled. After a moment I started gathering my things. “I have to go,” I said, standing. “It’s late.”
 
   “Mind if I walk with you?”
 
   “No, not at all.”
 
   
  
 

“Of course since I’m a ghost, I guess nobody will see me.” She laughed. So did I.
 
   She stepped out of the room first and skipped down the hall. I turned to switch off the light and looked once more at the drawings she had made on the board. A girl with short, unkempt hair. Ocean waves. And then the last one she’d done—a building, tall, with a kind of tower at the top and a clock drawn over it. The clock was frozen at what looked to be some minutes past four. The black wing slid through me, then vanished again.
 
   # # #
 
   The late afternoon was cool but surprisingly pleasant, patches of blue opening up everywhere in the sky and bright sunbeams pouring down onto the streets. She was ahead of me as we came out. I watched her hair bounce as she hopped down the steps, surprised again at her claim to be sixteen; anyone would have taken her for twelve. I was studying her so absorbedly that I didn’t notice Vincent coming up the stairs at me.
 
   “Ben.”
 
   My eyes found his bird-of-prey face. “Oh—hello, Vincent.”
 
   “We need to talk, Ben.”
 
   “Can’t it wait?” I said. “I’m running just now.”
 
   “No, it can’t. Ben, you can’t keep ducking out on this.” His hand touched my arm.
 
   We stopped at the bottom step. I watched her as she moved down the street. I wanted to call out to her, Wait, wait, but then she looked back and realized I wasn’t with her. She stopped and stood some distance away, watching us.
 
   “Vincent, take your hand off me.”
 
   He scowled, but he moved his hand away. “Ben, what is it with you? What’s wrong? Why are you acting like this?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “You ignore everything about this proceeding. You ignore me. You don’t return calls. Now you act like I’m threatening you.”
 
   “Aren’t you, Vincent?”
 
   “I’m offering you a chance to get a better deal than you’re going to get if Mom has her lawyer really kick into high gear on this.”
 
   “Fifty percent of my literary earnings? Twenty percent of my teaching salary? That’s what you call a better deal?”
 
   “It’s what I call fair. You could do far worse. Have you studied the papers I gave you?”
 
   I gritted my teeth for a moment, overcoming my sudden desire to punch something. Not Vincent. Just something. I let it all out in a sigh. “No, Vincent, I haven’t studied them. They’re sitting on the table in my apartment where I left them on Friday afternoon. I haven’t even glanced at them. I don’t want to. The whole subject makes me sick.”
 
   “You’ll be a lot sicker if you don’t settle with Mom now.”
 
   “And you claim to not be threatening me?”
 
   “I claim to be telling you the truth.” His face softened a bit. “Ben, come on. Let’s go get some coffee. I brought copies of everything. Let’s just sit down and do this. I don’t mean you any harm. I think you know that. Mom doesn’t, either.”
 
   I felt my eyelids narrowing. “Your mother doesn’t mean me any harm? Vincent, are you serious? Do you really believe that? Sitting there in her lovely suburban home with the car and all the money and investments and plenty of income and still trying to bleed me dry? Do you actually think your mom doesn’t want to hurt me?”
 
   “Why would she want to hurt you? She was married to you, wasn’t she?”
 
   “That’s why she wants to hurt me.”
 
   He shook his head. A teacher’s aide jostled my shoulder as she left the building, calling out, “Oops, sorry, Ben! See you!” I waved to her.
 
   “Ben, this isn’t the place to be discussing this.”
 
   “You came here. I didn’t come to you.”
 
   Vincent sighed. “Ben, if you don’t enter into negotiations with Mom, I’m telling you, there’s going to be trouble. It’s in your own best interest.”
 
   We moved a few feet from the building’s steps. I wanted a cigarette. “Vincent,” I said quietly, “this is wrong. It’s all wrong. You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t be involved in this at all. It doesn’t concern you. Have Mom’s lawyer get in touch with me. That’s the way to do it. My stepson shouldn’t be harassing me at my workplace. Or anyplace else.”
 
   “Mom wanted to keep it in the family. As much as possible.”
 
   “Don’t you see how wrong that is? To involve you?”
 
   “I’m trying to be fair to both parties.”
 
   “I’m not a party, Vincent, and neither is your mother.”
 
   Vincent scowled and looked away. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.”
 
   “No. You’re right. It isn’t.”
 
   He sighed. “I’ll tell Mom I tried one last time.”
 
   “You do that.”
 
   He looked at me for a long moment, then shook his head and walked away.
 
   I stared after him, feeling nothing but emptiness, loss. I’d lived with that young man at one point in our lives. I’d gone to his basketball games. I’d given him advice about schools. I’d tried to be—not a father, which he already had, but some kind of support system for him. I had tried. 
 
   Looking up I half-expected the girl to be gone, but she was still standing there. I walked over to her, tiredness settling into my bones, my spirit.
 
   “Who was that?” she asked.
 
   “Him?” I looked after the retreating form. “Just somebody I used to know.”
 
   “You’re getting a divorce, right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “That was your wife’s son, wasn’t it?”
 
   I glanced at her. “You’re quite a detective, Sherlock.”
 
   She smiled. “I’m observant.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, sighing, trying to shake off my encounter with Vincent. “I’ll tell you what. How about we go over to Dugan’s there and have some hot chocolate or something? My treat.”
 
   “Are you sure you have money?”
 
   “What do you mean, am I sure I have money? Of course I have money. What makes you ask that?”
 
   “Well...” She eyed me up and down. “No offense, but to be honest, you look sort of like a homeless person.”
 
   “What? How dare you!” I played it lightly, but the comment hurt—because I suddenly realized that it was true, or at least partly true. My clothes—when was the last time I’d washed my shirt? Glancing down, I saw that a button was missing from its middle, and the part of the tail was hanging out over my belt and protruding gut. Further down I noticed a rather obvious oval-shaped grease stain on my left pant leg. And one of my shoes was untied. 
 
   I tucked in the shirt as best I could and knelt to tie my shoe. It wasn’t much, but it helped. “There,” I said, standing. “Am I acceptable to Your Highness now? ‘No offense,’ she says.”
 
   She giggled. “I calls ’em like I sees ’em, Ben. By the way, it wouldn’t kill you to shave once in a while.”
 
   I ran my hand reflexively over the stubble on my face. “C’mon. Less talk and more hot chocolate drinking.” We crossed the street and stepped into Dugan’s. I ordered us two steaming mugs of cocoa with marshmallows and then, reaching into my pocket, realized with a sinking sensation that her suspicion had been right. I had no money on me after all. Not even a credit card. Nothing. She watched me rifling my pockets with a bemused expression, finally reaching into her own coat. 
 
   “No, wait,” I said, trying to will through sheer mind power alone an unexpected five-dollar bill to materialize somewhere on my person. Ignoring me, she brought out a bill and handed it to the girl behind the counter and got change. 
 
   “C’mon, Ben,” she said, taking her mug and heading to a table.
 
   I followed her with my mug and sat. “I’m—I’m not usually like this. So disorganized, I mean. I’ll pay you back. Tomorrow. I’m awfully sorry, kiddo.”
 
   She blew on the marshmallow foam at the top of her cocoa. “Just drink your hot chocolate,” she said, a small smile on her face. 
 
   We sat in silence for a minute or two, sipping. Finally she said: “You’re not a very happy person, are you, Ben?”
 
   “Me?” I glanced out the window at the darkening afternoon. “I don’t know. I get by all right.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She looked at me. “So what are you writing these days? When is your next book coming out?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know exactly. I’m in the middle of something right now.” Of course it was a lie. I was in the middle of nothing.
 
   “Can I see it?”
 
   “See it? You mean the manuscript? No. It’s not finished. It’s too rough. I never show my in-progress stuff to people, anyway.”
 
   “I won’t criticize. I’d like to see how a writer works.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   She scowled and drank her cocoa. “Ben, that man—your stepson?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You don’t get along with him, do you?”
 
   “It’s—” I thought about it. “It’s a complicated situation. I like Vincent just fine, but—well—it’s complicated.”
 
   “You always use that word when you’re talking about—that. Your divorce and all.”
 
   “Yeah. Well, it’s because it’s true. Human relationships are always complicated.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I shrugged. “I guess because humans are complicated.”
 
   “Oh.” She seemed to consider it. “Do you still love your wife?”
 
   “Kate? Um…Sure I do. As a friend. We…” I stopped, felt my head begin to throb lightly. “I, um…No. Truthfully? The answer to that question is no.”
 
   “People say that love never dies. I’ve heard that.”
 
   “Mm. People are wrong. It dies, all right. But it can be a long time dying. And it can be—confusing.”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “Gosh,” I said, “this is kind of a heavy conversation, isn’t it? Why don’t we talk about something nicer? Why don’t you tell me some things you like to do?”
 
   “Me?” She shrugged. “I like to read. And I just like to go out and see things. Lots of things. It’s all kind of new to me.”
 
   “New? Are you new to the area?”
 
   “Mm-hm. Brand-new.”
 
   “Where are you from?”
 
   She looked at me, then giggled again. “You’ve never heard of it.” She took a sip of cocoa. “But you’re from California.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “You told me, dummy. And it says it on the back of Leprechauns Can Be Murder.”
 
   “Oh.” I laughed. “You’re right, I did. And it does.” I noticed how deftly she switched the subject from herself back onto me, but I didn’t pursue it. It can be an art, talking to a teenager. Too many personal inquiries can shut a kid down completely; and she’d already told me not to ask too many questions. So be it. As long as we kept talking—talking about something, even me—the lines of communication remained open, at least. 
 
   “So do you like teaching?” she asked me.
 
   “I think I do,” I said. “Maybe—maybe not as much as I once did.” The image of the kids in the back of the room, totally disengaged, crossed my mind. “The thing about teaching—and I’ve been doing it for ten years now—is that everybody in your classroom stays the same age, year after year. You’re the only one who gets older. It wears you down.”
 
   “You seem tired.”
 
   “Well, today…”
 
   “No, I mean all the time. You always seem tired.”
 
   “I guess I am always tired.”
 
   “Don’t you ever sleep?”
 
   “I sleep,” I said. “Sleeping is something I do well. Too well.”
 
   We drank our cocoa.
 
   “There’s something very strange about you, you know,” I said finally.
 
   “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”
 
   “Only—everything.”
 
   She laughed. “Well, there’s some pretty strange things about you, too.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure of that.”
 
   The little bell on the door of the café jingled and I saw a woman in her mid-twenties—trim, dirty-blonde, very presentable in her rain slicker and slacks—holding the door for someone. In the moment before her companion appeared I found myself thinking—it was sheer force of habit—about how I should stand, grab the door for her, engage her in some witty, nonthreatening repartee. I could have her number in minutes, I knew—or, I corrected myself, I could have, a dozen years ago. Back then I would have had her number, her address, I would have been going out with her that evening and stripping her naked and fucking her brains out a couple of hours later.  
 
   But then the person she was with came shuffling under the step and into the room. He was a white-haired, stoop-shouldered old man in a faded trench coat. For a moment he looked confused as to where he was; she leaned close and said a few words to him. She ordered drinks for them and they took a table at the other end of the room. The woman helped him off with his coat. His vein-choked, liver-spotted hands were shaking.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” my friend asked. “You look sad.”
 
   “Do I? I wasn’t thinking about anything, really.”
 
   “I guess that’s just the way you always look. When you forget that other people are looking at you.”
 
   “That man over there reminded me of my dad,” I said softly. “He lives with my sister. He’s old, too. He’s starting to have a lot of—problems. You know, like old people do.” 
 
   “Oh. Where’s your mom?”
 
   “She’s dead. Since I was little.”
 
   She nodded, glancing back at the man and woman. “Do you think you’ll live to be that old?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I—kiddo, I can’t picture it. I can’t picture lasting that long. I’m too tired. I’ll never make it.”
 
   “You can make it. If you want to.”
 
   “Well, thanks for the vote of confidence. But I don’t know.”
 
   I watched the old man’s lips quiveringly surround the straw that was plunged into his drink. He had some trouble and a thin trickle of brown liquid traced its way down his chin. The young woman watched him. I thought again of stepping over to them for a moment, striking up a conversation with her. Suddenly I wanted to cry. I wanted to cry very much.
 
   “It’s okay, Ben,” the girl said gently.
 
   My voice shook. “It’s not.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Just—you wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “Try me, Ben.”
 
   I glanced at her. She was leaning forward, concern warm in her eyes.
 
   “I—I don’t know,” I admitted. “Just—something about—him there, that elderly man—and Vincent—my shirt missing its damned button, and I didn’t even know it—and—” I thought of other things too, things I couldn’t tell to this innocent sixteen-year-old who looked twelve. The parade of women now long passed by who once occupied my bed: just meaningless fragments of women now, tattered scraps of breath and voice and memory. Sometimes not even that. So much grasping and clutching, so much fleeting, doomed passion, hardly any of them still whole and firm in my mind. One, the first of all, with orange hair and a luminous smile. And one, one especially, one who still lived vividly behind an invincible mental door I’d constructed and tried to keep forever locked. A dead girl. The dead girl. But then it felt oddly as if I’d killed all of them somehow, or part of each one. The phone calls that used to come afterwards. The weeping. The pleading. The knocks on the door in the middle of the night. And always, the dead girl. How I wished that she could see me now. That they all could. 
 
   “What, Ben?”
 
   “I…” The words came chokingly. I knew I was embarrassing myself. “Sometimes it all just—just seems—seems like too much, you know?” The girl at the counter was looking over at us. I rubbed my eyes with my thumb and forefinger, not quite weeping, but my eyes stinging, my throat tight, constricted. Jesus Christ. A big, fat slob of a middle-aged idiot pouring his hollow heart out onto some kid whose name he didn’t even know. It was pathetic, I recognized. But somehow I couldn’t stop.
 
   “It’s okay to cry, Ben.” She reached out and touched my palm.
 
   “No it isn’t.” I tried to get hold of myself, to slow my breathing. Absurdly I remembered Vincent telling me how he was in control of his breathing for the first time in his life. I needed a lesson from him, obviously. “Please, don’t tell me what’s okay or not, okay? Miss…Miss Ghost Girl.”
 
   I felt her little hand grip mine firmly. “Ben, do I feel like a ghost to you? Do I, Ben?”
 
   We sat there in the café for a long time, silently, our fingers interlocked. I wanted to say, You don’t understand, kiddo. It’s all my fault. But I didn’t. She wouldn’t have understood. No one could have.
 
   Yet her hand in mine was like a mountain climber’s rope, one he grabs onto and holds fast the instant before he would have dropped into the abyss.
 
   # # #
 
   “Are you okay now?”
 
   We were sitting on a bench outside my building. We’d said little on the walk back to my apartment, but on reaching the entrance we both moved to sit without asking the other. It was deep twilight, nearly dark.
 
   “I’m okay. What are you, my therapist? I’m okay. I’m fine.”
 
   “You didn’t seem fine at Dugan’s.”
 
   I looked at her. “I just had a—a moment, okay? I’m sorry.”
 
   She shook her head. “Don’t apologize. I liked it.”
 
   “Liked it?”
 
   She shrugged. 
 
   “Look,” I said, “I don’t want to be…you know…but I’m thinking about the e-mail you sent…you don’t…you know, you don’t have some sort of crush on me or something, do you?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and giggled, not rudely, but with genuine merriment. Her shoulders shook.
 
   “Oh my God,” she said finally, “you really are full of yourself, aren’t you? Do you think every girl you meet falls in love with you?”
 
   “No. Actually none do.” Not anymore.
 
   “Oh, come on.” She bumped me on the arm. “You’re okay. But I don’t have a crush on you. You’re not my type.”
 
   “Well, to you I must seem about a million years old.”
 
   She shook her head. “A million and one.”
 
   I sighed, then chuckled. “It’s getting late. You’d better go home. Wherever that is.”
 
   “You’re probably right.” She stood. “You’re sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I’m sure I’m okay.”
 
   “I can stay for a while longer if you want.” 
 
   I shook my head. “Thank you, though. You’ve been very nice. Seriously.”
 
   She studied me for a moment, then kicked my knee playfully. “I told you,” she said as she turned away, “don’t take everything so seriously!” She skipped into the crosswalk before the building, waiting for a car to go by, then moved across the roadway. She vanished as cars passed in her wake.
 
   I made my way up in the elevator and stepped into the apartment. The answering machine light was flashing, as usual. I ignored it. I killed an hour or two watching the news and chewing on some leftover Chinese food I found in the refrigerator. I was pleased to realize that I’d not had a craving for a cigarette in hours, but then thinking about the lack of craving created one. I stuck a piece of gum in my mouth and worked it for a couple of minutes. 
 
   I wanted to call Tracy and have her come over, but the simple fact was that I had no money. I’d always managed to keep such encounters on a cash basis—I’d never allowed myself to use credit. That way lies madness. Tracy or a cigarette—either would have helped, but the cigarette would have been a lot cheaper. I considered heading back downstairs to the Mini-Mart, but didn’t. Finally I collapsed onto the bed and shut out the light. What the hell, it was late enough. Fully dark, anyway.
 
   But the waking dreams I had weren’t happy ones. My mind returned to the sighs and murmurs of long ago, of girls of whom I had little memory. Who had they been, that breathless parade? Young, pretty, all too ready to be used by a callous would-be poet. They floated to my consciousness—a few of them, at least. I saw a small-breasted girl standing at the foot of my bed one morning, naked and grinning, her hands running through her frizzy blonde hair as she asked me, “What’ll we do today, Ben?” and then looking down at herself and laughing, “Your come is running down my leg, lover!” What had her name been? I’d gotten rid of her less than an hour later, never saw her again. I’d known her for all of two days. There had been one girl with a big scar across her belly, not a Caesarian mark, whose sad story she’d told me tearfully one long night between bouts of fucking. Who was she? Debbie, Denise, Delores? Some “D” name. Long black hair, a crescent-moon mole on her inner thigh. Odd I should recall that. And what had the story of the scar been? Something terrible, I was sure; but I couldn’t remember a single detail. One night, after all. Must have been fifteen years ago. Yet I remembered the mole on her thigh. There was the mousy girl with greasy hair who made me an elaborate lousy dinner and an elaborate lousy breakfast and asked me eagerly how I liked them and talked about how much she wanted me to meet her parents. A black girl who assured me she never slept with white guys but then maintained a running commentary of the pros and cons of the sexual habits of black men versus white men. An older woman, maybe forty—she seemed ancient then—who insisted on giving me a bath beforehand, an actual bath, like a mother would give a toddler. I remembered being disturbed by the knowledge that she had no children. 
 
   And the others, scores of others, ones without notable eccentricities or physical oddities, gone from my memory now, hauled to the curb and forgotten. And how many of those girls remembered me? I hoped none, but I suspected otherwise. Many probably recalled the young good-looking so-called writer with the gracefully flowing locks who had seemed so sweet and poetic and sad—until he changed the next morning, or the morning after that, once he decided he’d used them as much as he cared to.
 
   Ah, God. So much misery, so much abandonment, so much pain.
 
   My mind drifted into sleep for a while.
 
   Sometime in the middle of the night I woke, or thought that I did. I wasn’t sure. There was a character in my mind. A story, something I’d not conjured up in a long time. It shone clearly before me, suddenly and inexplicably.  Two people. A room. An atmosphere of sadness, defeat. 
 
   Maybe tomorrow, I thought. Maybe I’ll think about it tomorrow. I turned over in the bed, drifted toward sleep again.
 
   And then later, possibly much later, I felt the presence of someone with me. I could hear breathing. Soft. Slow. 
 
   I felt a pencil being slipped between my fingers. Then a pad of paper was placed into my hand.
 
   “Write it,” she said quietly. “Write what you couldn’t say to me.”
 
   I didn’t need to open my eyes. I knew whose voice it was.
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   “I think I died,” she said.
 
   He opened his eyes blearily. Gray sleet speckled the windows. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Last night.”
 
   He closed his eyes again and rubbed them, sighing. His head throbbed.
 
   “You think you what?”
 
   “Died.” Her voice was small, distant.
 
   “Hey…” He was about to say her name, then realized he couldn’t remember it. He turned over in the bed to face her. She was sitting up. He placed his arm across her pelvis, pushed his face against her skin. “Lie down,” he said softly. “Relax.” It did not concern him too much that he couldn’t recall her name. Just another girl. They rarely left much impression, coming and going as easily as dreams. Where had he met this one? Her smell was drab, vaguely unpleasant, and didn’t seem familiar. Her shape was all right, if a trifle thin. Her skin was pale. But he could see no more of her from where he lay and wasn’t all that inclined to try.
 
   “I’m serious, Mitchell. I think I’m dead.”
 
   Her voice was whispery, high-pitched and a little annoying, with a slight whine in its tone.
 
   “Shh.” 
 
   Eyes closed, face burrowed against her, he felt her take his hand and place his fingers around her wrist.
 
   “Feel,” she said.
 
   “C’mon…”
 
   “Feel.”
 
   Still without looking, he pressed his fingers gently into the softness of her wrist. After a moment he moved his fingers slightly, pressed more firmly. He scowled then, raised his head. 
 
   She said, “I don’t have a pulse.”
 
   He remembered her face now. White, anemic, with big dark hollows around her eyes. Nondescript black hair, disarranged from sleep. Thin colorless lips. She wasn’t bad-looking; she wasn’t good-looking. She was the kind of person that, if he hadn’t been half-drunk and horny last night, he would have passed by without even noticing. 
 
   “What are you talking about? Everybody has a pulse.”
 
   She held out the other arm to him. “Try this one.”
 
   He sat up in bed, curled his fingers around her other wrist.
 
   “This is crazy,” he said. “We’re not doing it right.” 
 
   He felt again. He could see the blue veins at the end of her wrist, pushed his fingers around them, pressed. Finally he chuckled.
 
   “Yep, I guess you’re dead, all right.” He smiled at her. “How do you do it? I mean, do you have, like, an abnormally weak heartbeat or something?”
 
   She only looked at him. Finally she held her fingers to her neck, near her jaw. 
 
   “Try this,” she said, taking his hand and placing it just where her own had been.
 
   Nothing.
 
   He shook his head, puzzled but not terribly interested. He needed to bring this to a close quickly, gently encourage her to go.
 
   “Look,” he said, “I work at Sears, all right? I don’t really know anything about pulses—”
 
   “I do. I have Red Cross training. When I was in high school I worked as a lifeguard.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t. You want some coffee? Then maybe you…”
 
   “Put your head here.”
 
   He glanced at her. Her hand was over her heart, like a little girl taking the Pledge of Allegiance. Her breasts were small too, like a young girl’s.
 
   “Oh, c’mon.”
 
   “Really. Put your head here.”
 
   “Now, look…”
 
   “Please?”
 
   Sighing again, giving her a look that he hoped clearly conveyed his irritation, he leaned over and pressed his ear against her chest.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Well?” she said, as he pulled his head back.
 
   “Well, what? I don’t know. Do you feel all right?”
 
   “Mitchell, I don’t have a pulse. My heart’s not beating.”
 
   “Of course your heart’s beating. You wouldn’t be sitting there talking to me if it wasn’t. Do you feel all right or not?”
 
   She scowled, chewing her lower lip. “I’m not sure. I feel okay, I guess. A little…weird, somehow. Something happened last night. I got up to pee and…something happened. It felt like my insides were coming loose. But just for a minute. Then it passed. I came back to bed. I even slept for a while. When I woke again I felt…just…weird.”
 
   “Well, there you go. You’re probably sick or something.”
 
   “That wouldn’t make my heart stop.”
 
   “It hasn’t stopped,” he insisted. “That’s crazy. But maybe it’s weak or something. Maybe that’s why we can’t find the pulse. You should probably see a doctor,” he said with concern in his voice, though he felt no real concern at all.
 
   “Probably,” she said thoughtfully, not looking at him.
 
   “I have to be at work at eleven,” he said, glancing at the clock. He had plenty of time—the store was a five-minute walk from the apartment—but he really wanted to be rid of this girl, whatever her name was. “Time for some coffee, if you want it. Maybe we could make a couple of eggs before you go.” 
 
   She glanced quickly at him, smiled weakly. “Okay.”
 
   He tried to mask his disappointment. He should have figured that she wouldn’t recognize a meaningless courtesy offer when she heard one. Well, he would have made coffee for himself anyway, and it wouldn’t kill him to fry her an egg. It was a strange thing. Who knows, she really might be sick. 
 
   Nude, he stood and made his way to the kitchen. He liked the feeling of walking naked in front of a girl the next morning. He would usually hold off putting on clothes as long as he could. He worked out at the Gold’s Gym off Wisconsin Avenue three times a week and was proud of his body, with good reason—lots of thirty-year-old guys had begun to let themselves go, but not Mitchell Noone. And he’d found that putting on clothing tended to end the event between himself and the girl, where if he stayed nude sometimes a quick morning romp might still occur. Not that he was sure that he would want to, with this girl. But if she were willing to have a final fast fuck, he’d be willing to let her stay long enough to do it. Let her earn her eggs and coffee.
 
   When he had the percolator going he moved back to the bedroom again. “Hey,” he started to ask, “how did you want your eggs—?”
 
   She was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed, arms around herself, shivering. In a moment he realized she was crying too, quietly, thin trickles of tears running down her cheek.
 
   Aw shit, he thought.
 
   “Coffee will be ready in a few,” he said, trying to sound casual, hoping she would take the hint and stop. “Listen, how did you want your eggs? I can scramble ’em, fry ’em…I guess that’s about it. I suppose I could hard-boil ’em if you want.”
 
   She looked at him, her eyes red and ringed with tears. 
 
   “I’m scared, Mitchell.”
 
   He shook his head, tried to smile. “I told you not to worry about it. You’ve probably got some virus or something. Just see a doctor, that’s all. You seem to be fine except for that.”
 
   “Except for my not having a pulse.”
 
   “Yeah, that.” He shrugged. “C’mon, you’ll feel better after some breakfast.” He sat down next to her, placed his arm around her. Her body seemed to melt into his, her head falling against his shoulder. “Don’t cry...honey.”
 
   “Jane,” she said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Jane. Hooper.”
 
   “Well, I knew your name, Jane.”
 
   “No, you didn’t. You haven’t used it once.”
 
   “Well, I knew it. You must really think I’m a bastard if you believe I could go to bed with someone and not know her name.”
 
   She sighed, shakily. “It’s Jane Hooper, Mitchell.”
 
   “Okay, Jane Hooper.” He really wanted her to leave, but with his arm around her and her body so soft, so pliant, he quickly found himself thinking of other possibilities. She let his hands roam across her shoulders, her belly, her thighs. He began to smell the coffee in the other room.
 
   “Mitchell—I don’t—”
 
   “Shh.”
 
   “Really—not now, I’m—I—”
 
   He covered her mouth with his own and her quiet protest stopped. There was still something odd about this girl, this Jane Hooper, an odd odor maybe, something unsettling. But what the hell. She was here, he was here, they were naked. He pushed her gently back onto the pillows, thinking both of her and of the coffee he’d be enjoying in only a few minutes. 
 
   “Mitchell—I don’t know if—”
 
   But she didn’t resist as he opened her legs and moved to mount her, kissing her lightly on her face. She wrapped her arms around him and made small whimpering sounds as he settled himself atop her. But suddenly and with an overwhelming revulsion he pulled himself away, crying, “Oh my God!” 
 
   “What?” she said, eyes wide. “What is it?”
 
   He stared at her, aghast.
 
   She was cold inside.
 
   # # #
 
   They sat at the breakfast table. He sipped his coffee slowly, hoping the hot liquid would calm his jitters. She stared silently at her cup, not touching it. He had put on his bathrobe; she was wearing her clothes from last night, a simple blue shirt and old jeans.
 
   “You need to go to a doctor,” he said finally. “Do you have one? An HMO or something?”
 
   It was some time before she responded. “No.”
 
   “Your job doesn’t give you any health insurance?”
 
   “I don’t have a job.”
 
   “Oh. Well, I think there are some free clinics around. We’ll look online.” He still wanted nothing more than to get rid of this girl, but there was obviously something seriously wrong with her. He had to at least push her in the direction of some medical attention before he kicked her out. It would be easy enough to find a clinic and point her toward the subway.
 
   “Drink your coffee,” he said finally.
 
   She raised it carefully to her lips, then hesitated. At last she put the cup down again.
 
   “I guess I don’t want it,” she said. 
 
   “Something wrong with it?”
 
   “No. I just don’t want it.”
 
   “Do you want those eggs?”
 
   “I…I don’t think so. I’m not hungry.”
 
   He frowned into his cup. No coffee, no food. He had done what he could do for this girl. It was time for her to move on. “Okay, then,” he said, standing, “let’s look up clinics.” He moved to his computer desk, sat, turned on the machine. As it was starting she stood and came up behind him, arms folded under her breasts.
 
   “It takes a minute,” he said, glancing at her and trying to smile. He hoped his voice didn’t sound as impatient as he felt; on the other hand, she didn’t seem to be taking the hint. Glancing down at her feet, he said, “Hey, better put your shoes on. You’ll want to get to the clinic as soon as you can.”
 
   She looked at him for a long moment, then turned and dropped onto his sofa, tucking her feet up under her and keeping her arms tightly around herself. 
 
   “I don’t think I’d better go to a clinic,” she said finally.
 
   “What?” He turned to her. “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t think I’m sick.”
 
   He stared at her. “Well…What are you, then? Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m dead, Mitchell. That’s what I am.”
 
   “Oh, crap. You’re not dead. You’re talking. You’re breathing.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Breathing.”
 
   “Of course you’re breathing.”
 
   She looked at him, her eyes hurt, haunted. “C’mere.”
 
   “Jane, don’t be stupid. C’mon, I don’t need to check if you’re breathing. If you weren’t breathing you couldn’t…Well, shit, you couldn’t talk. You have to have air in your lungs to talk. You get air in your lungs by breathing.”
 
   “I didn’t even notice until a couple of minutes ago,” she said, staring at the carpet in front of her. “I only inhale when I need to speak. Otherwise I’m not breathing. Not at all. Look.”
 
   “I’m not going to look,” he said firmly. “You’re acting crazy. Maybe you ought to leave, okay? I don’t know what your problem is. I tried to help. But maybe it’s just time for you to go.” He stood, resolved. It was time for him to shower and get ready for work, anyway. “The computer’s here. It’s online. Why don’t you look up clinics? I’ll give you a couple of minutes while I take a shower. Then you’ll have to go.”
 
   The steaming water helped clear his head. This Jane Hooper was crazy enough to make him start thinking crazy things, too. No heartbeat. Not breathing. I’m dead. She was dead all right, he thought. A mousy little woman with no personality, nothing going for her. He remembered her from last night, sitting alone at a table with her hair pulled back so severely it looked painful. Later, when they were together in the apartment, she had pulled her top over her head and glanced awkwardly at him.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mitchell,” she’d said quietly. “That they’re so small.”
 
   She even turned out to be lousy in the sack, as far as he recalled; timid, shy, one of those girls who came to bed more for praise and reassurance than for fucking; the type that never responded, that just laid there and let you do it as long as you kept telling her how pretty she was, how much it meant to you that she would share herself with you, what an honor it was to be with her. Jesus Christ. 
 
   He knew he had to stop. He was thirty now. Thirty and his life hadn’t amounted to a damned thing—he was nothing but a floorwalker at Sears, selling TVs and VCRs and electronic gadgets to flabby middle-aged nobodies. It was hard to remember sometimes that he had an honest-to-God college degree. A fat lot of good it had ever done him. He had a few buddies, mostly guys from work, but they were really just people to drink with on a Friday night. What did he have in his life? A little eighth-floor apartment in uptown D.C., a small paycheck every two weeks. No family. Nothing. 
 
   That is, nothing but girls. He knew he was supposed to think of them as women but inside himself they were always girls. He was a good-looking guy, he knew that, but it was something more. Always had been. Girls went for him, that’s all. He didn’t really know why. They went for his looks, his line of chatter. They went for him. He rarely came home from a bar alone. They weren’t always the prettiest—increasingly, now that he’d reached thirty, they weren’t always the prettiest. College girls had become hard to get. But there was nearly always someone, and not some broken-down slut, either. Average girls with average lives, like this one now, this Jane Hooper. Nothing spectacular. But easy to meet, easy to take home, easy to get rid of.
 
   Or usually easy. 
 
   Which was why—he shut off the water, toweled himself dry—he thought again, as he’d thought many times recently, that maybe it was time to stop this. Knock it off with the girls, look for a better job, maybe in another city. He was getting old for this life. And the weird ones he encountered along the way didn’t help. The ones who would call and call, leave tearful messages. And now this one. Jane Hooper, the dead girl. It was definitely time for her to go.
 
   He turned toward the door, moving to put his towel on the rack, when he realized with surprise that she had come in, was standing there by the sink watching him.
 
   “Oh,” he said. “Hi.”
 
   Her dark eyes locked on his, she moved quickly forward, took his hand, and placed his palm in front of her open mouth. He realized immediately that she wanted him to feel for her breath. He pulled quickly away.
 
   “Stop it, okay?”
 
   “Just hold it there. Please.”
 
   “No. I don’t want to.” This was just too bizarre; he was beginning to get creeped out. “Look, Jane, just put on your shoes and go. That’s all. Just go. I’m leaving for work as soon as I get dressed.” He moved past her, to where he had left shorts and T-shirt on the toilet tank. Suddenly he wanted to be dressed. He felt uncomfortable being naked in front of this girl. Who knew what she might try? She might very well be dangerous. Hell, she might already have stolen stuff from the apartment…But that was okay, he realized. She could have whatever she wanted as long as she would leave. 
 
   He slipped into his underwear. “So…are you going to get your shoes?”
 
   She put her hands together, wrung them nervously, chewed on her lip. She turned and left the bathroom, stood with her back to him on the main room’s carpet.
 
   “Could I…stay here a while?” she asked in a tiny voice. “While you’re at work?”
 
   “Better not,” he said, moving past her toward the bedroom. “Did you find the clinic?”
 
   “I didn’t look,” she said, following him. “I…I don’t want to go to a clinic.”
 
   “Well, look,” he said, pulling his shirt and slacks from the hangers in the closet, “you need to leave here. Go home. Do whatever. But I’m leaving.”
 
   “I don’t have a home,” she said, sitting slowly on the bed, hugging herself tightly.
 
   “What do you mean, you don’t have a home?”
 
   “I don’t. I was evicted.”
 
   “Well—where do you stay?”
 
   “No place. Around.”
 
   “You don’t look like a homeless person to me.”
 
   “I haven’t been homeless very long. Only since last week.”
 
   “Well, shit, Jane, you must have some friends you can crash with. Or your family.”
 
   “No. I don’t.”
 
   He pulled on his trousers. “This is not my problem, okay? I’m sorry you’re having troubles. But that doesn’t mean that I have to solve them for you.” It was harsh, but it was time to cut the crap with this girl. “I brought you home. We fucked. You spent the night. I offered you breakfast. That’s the end of my obligation to you. Please put on your shoes.”
 
   She unfolded her arms, then pressed her palms to her legs and rubbed them slowly. 
 
   “Can I just stay here a while? I won’t do anything. I just…”
 
   “No. It’s time for you to leave.” He slipped on his shirt and buttoned it.
 
   She didn’t move, stared pensively at her legs. 
 
   “Guys always want me to leave,” she said.
 
   “Oh, come on,” he said, exasperated. “I’m not listening to any sob stories. No one forced you to come home with me last night. Shit, you said yes after one beer. If you didn’t have a good time I’m sorry, but I sure didn’t force you.”
 
   “I didn’t say you forced me.”
 
   “Well, shit.” 
 
   “You didn’t force me,” she insisted. “It’s just that guys always seem to want me to leave, that’s all.”
 
   “I have to go to work.”
 
   She looked at him, her eyes large. “Did you like fucking me?”
 
   He scowled. “Not really.”
 
   Her eyes dropped again. “I didn’t, either.”
 
   “Well, then why did you do it?”
 
   “I needed a place to stay,” she said. “And you seemed nice.”
 
   “Well, I guess you found out that I’m not.” He reached for a tie from the closet. “So put on your shoes.”
 
   She moved glumly to her socks, which were lying haphazardly on the floor. He watched as she began slipping one on and, satisfied that she was finally making progress, he moved out to the kitchen again to put together his lunch. The usual: tuna and lettuce on wheat bread, an apple. He didn’t eat much; it was one of the secrets of keeping his physique. He found a brown bag, put the sandwich and fruit into it, and moved to the hall closet for his blazer. He put it on, glancing out the window again. Sleet was spraying the glass with a tiny hard sound. He cursed silently: they would be short-handed today, for sure. He could already think of a couple of people who would beg off work because of the weather, but living such a short distance from the store left him no excuses. Sighing, he grabbed his umbrella and stuffed his lunch bag in the pocket of the blazer.
 
   “Jane? You ready?” he called.
 
   No response. 
 
   “Jane?”
 
   The sleet hissed against the window.
 
   “Goddamn it,” he muttered, furious now. He marched toward the bedroom, resolved to throw her out bodily if necessary. Shit, at this point she was trespassing. He’d call the police if he had to. This was his apartment and he wanted her out. 
 
   But when he looked into the room and saw her lying on her side, facing away from him, one thought slammed instantly and inescapably into his brain.
 
   She’s dead.
 
   He stared at her. She had finished only the one sock; her left foot was still bare. There was something pitiful about the sight. His eyes moved up her body, across her legs, her arms, her shoulders. That was it: that was how he’d realized immediately that she was dead. She wasn’t breathing. Her body was completely still, still and heavy-looking the way dead bodies always were. He remembered looking at his mother and father just after the accident, when he’d staggered from the back seat of the car and seen them both lying in the street: they’d had the same look. Thick, leaden. Graceless. Dead.
 
   He stepped toward the girl with a feeling of horror, his breath short. 
 
   “Jane?” he whispered.
 
   Then he heard her inhale. “Mitchell, please let me stay. Just for a while. I’ll leave later. I promise.”
 
   He sat on the bed. He reached out his hand to her shoulder, but pulled back before he touched it. He felt sick.
 
   “I—” His brain seemed to freeze. He could think of nothing, absolutely nothing to say to this girl, to this impossibly talking, moving dead girl. 
 
   “My family,” she said at last, “had a history of heart problems. Both my parents died of heart attacks. My dad had four—the fourth one was the one that killed him, when he was thirty-nine. My mom just had one, when she was forty-two.” 
 
   “How—how old are you?” he heard himself asking in a whisper.
 
   “Twenty-six.”
 
   “That’s—that’s…rare…”
 
   “My uncle, too. Uncle Pete. He took me in after my mom died. I was twelve.”
 
   He listened to the sleet on the glass, feeling as if he were somewhere else, as if this were not happening at all, could not be happening. “That’s…good,” he whispered. “That he took you in.”
 
   “Uncle Pete?” She was silent for a long time. Then: “Uncle Pete was into guns. When he fucked me he used to hold the muzzle of a cocked pistol against my forehead, right here.” She pressed a spot on her forehead with her finger. “He would show me that it was loaded first. He used to tell me that one of these days he was going to blow my head off at the exact moment he came, that he wanted to see my brains splatter all over the pillow as he shot off into me.”
 
   “He—?”
 
   “Sometimes he would put it in my mouth while he did it, make me suck on it.”
 
   “He—Jane—”
 
   “And he died of a heart attack too,” she said flatly. “I don’t know how old he was, exactly. I was fifteen.” Her voice held no emotion in it; she might have been reciting a bus schedule.
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but he had no words. He made a small gasping sound, reached to touch her again, pulled back again.
 
   After a long time he stood, stumbled wordlessly to the door. He made his way into the hall, to the elevator, through the lobby, and to the street below. Umbrella forgotten, he staggered along the ice-encased winter street feeling chips of sleet making their way down his face and neck. There was nothing in his mind. He had no thoughts at all.
 
   # # #
 
   He came home early: the federal government declared a weather emergency in the mid-afternoon and shut down, so the store followed suit. Everything in the neighborhood was rapidly closing, doors shutting, neon lights clicked off to darkness. And it was dark, the clouds above the city thick and gray-black, the sleet falling, falling. The cars on Wisconsin Avenue crawled sluggishly, timidly along, their tires sliding in the slushy street. He slipped three times on the two-block walk home, once crashing down onto his left knee and sending a jolt of pain through his whole leg. 
 
   When he arrived home he entertained a brief notion that nothing that morning had really happened, that there was no girl in his apartment, that everything was as it had been before last night. But no: as soon as he opened the door he smelled a sickly odor of urine, of diarrhea.  He moved quickly to the bedroom.
 
   “Jane?”
 
   She was on her back on the bed. Her eyes were closed, her mouth wide. She had taken off her clothes: she looked small, emaciated. There was an old towel wrapped around her pelvis, a towel that was stained with big brown blotches.
 
   “Mitchell,” she said, her voice cracked and broken, much weaker than before, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Mitchell. It—it just came out. I didn’t…”
 
   He sat next to her. The odors of shit and pee were overwhelming. He could see that some of it had soaked through to the mattress beneath her.
 
   “Jane, we have to call a—”
 
   He didn’t finish the sentence because when he looked at her he realized again that she was dead. That was why her body had voided itself. She was dead.
 
   “I’ll—I’ll clean you up,” he said, voice quivering with cold, with fear. “I’ll try to clean you up.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mitchell.”
 
   For a long moment he didn’t know where to begin. He stood there helplessly. Finally he realized that he was chilled to the bone, and so began to remove his wet things. He found some old jeans and a sweatshirt in his closet, put them on. 
 
   “I felt so weird,” she said. “I…not hot, exactly, but something. So I took off my clothes. That was when I—oh, God, I’m so sorry about your bed…I grabbed a towel as fast as I could, I…” She lay there unmoving, crying quietly.
 
   “Can you stand?” he said.
 
   “I think so.” 
 
   “C’mon, let’s get you up.” He helped her put her arm around him and he stood with her. “Do you think you’re—done? With the diarrhea?”
 
   She smiled wanly, her voice choked with tears. “I think I’m empty.”
 
   She leaned on him as he walked with her to the bathroom. He sat her on the closed toilet while he stoppered the bathtub and began to run warm water into it.
 
   “You’ll feel better after a bath,” he said. “Can you get in by yourself?”
 
   She nodded. Her hair, limp, stringy, lay slack against the sides of her face.
 
   “Okay. Let me see about the bedroom.”
 
   He stepped out. In the bedroom he gathered her clothes and tossed them into the washing machine with some of his own laundry. Then he stripped the bed and threw the sheets in as well and started the machine.
 
   The mattress was another problem. The stains weren’t that bad, but they were there. He found the bleach under the bathroom sink, poured some in a small bowl, cut it with some water, and used an old hand towel to scrub at the stains.
 
   He was amazed at his own calm, his firm resolve to simply take care of the situation. He didn’t even like this girl, he knew. Even now he found her voice whiny, her manner irritating. But he felt pity for her. The fact that the entire situation was surreal didn’t particularly register, not in the midst of his work. She was sick, that’s all. That was it. She was sick.
 
   But even as he thought it, he knew differently. What difference did the knowledge make, though? Who could he call? A doctor? A priest? The city morgue?  What did you do in a situation that couldn’t be happening?
 
   Finishing with the mattress, he grabbed its edge awkwardly and turned the entire thing over. The odor seemed to be gone; now the room had a hospital-like smell of lemon-scented bleach. He brought out sheets, blankets and pillowcases from the closet and made the bed again. Then he stepped back into the bathroom.
 
   “The water feels weird,” she said, looking up at him. “On my skin.”
 
   “Well, you’re…you’re sick.”
 
   She looked down, shrugging sadly. 
 
   He took a cup from the bathroom sink and poured cold water into it from the tap. “Here,” he said, “drink this.”
 
   “I don’t think—”
 
   “Just drink.”
 
   She looked at him fearfully as he held the cup to her lips. He poured the water gently into her mouth. It ran down the sides of her chin.
 
   “I can’t swallow,” she said.
 
   “Sure you can. Try.”
 
   She shook her head, looked down at the bathwater again.
 
   “But if you can’t swallow,” he started to say, “you can’t eat. You’ll…”
 
   He stared at her. Her body seemed smaller than it had the night before, when he’d been fucking her; smaller even than this morning. As if some degenerative process were beginning to soften parts inside her, shrink them; as if she were slowly beginning to cave in upon herself. Her skin, still bloodlessly pale, was gaining a dull yellow hue. Her eyes seemed sunken into her face. She didn’t breathe, but when she spoke, air came from her mouth: it smelled fetid, sickly-sweet, like rotting meat.
 
   “Thank you,” she said at last. “For helping me.”
 
   He frowned. “Do you think we should call—someone?”
 
   “Who would we call?”
 
   It took him a long moment to answer. “I don’t know,” he admitted finally.
 
   She stared at the water. “Do you think this happens a lot?”
 
   “I—don’t know.”
 
   “I think it does.” She nodded, more to herself than to him. “I’ll bet it does. I’ll bet it happens to a lot of people.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   He helped her out of the tub, giving her a towel to wrap around herself. He rubbed her shoulders and arms with it briefly, noticing a hardness, a stiffness that seemed to have infiltrated her skin and muscles. 
 
   “Here,” he said, pulling his bathrobe from its hook on the back of the bathroom door. “Use this.”
 
   She smiled a little, nodded, wrapped it around herself.
 
   They moved to the main room and she sat on the sofa. He paced the floor slowly, trying to think, but unable to come to any conclusions. 
 
   “Did you want some—?” he started to say, then stopped, unable to remember what he’d meant to offer her.
 
   “I’m okay,” she said, staring ahead of herself, at nothing.
 
   “How do you feel?” he asked from the window. The sleet had begun to turn to snow, slow fat flakes tumbling down.
 
   “Weird,” she said. “Hot. Cold. Stiff.” She pressed her fingers together. “It’s like I don’t have any sensation left. Or hardly any. I can hardly feel myself doing this.”
 
   The room grew dark.
 
   “What do you want to do now?” he asked finally.
 
   She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
   “We could…” He felt suddenly nervous, awkward. “I don’t know. Play some music or something. Watch TV.”
 
   She looked at him. “If you have things you need to be doing, Mitchell, don’t mind me. Really.”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t have anything to do.” He looked out at the dropping snow. “Everything’s closed, anyway. The weather. They closed the government.”
 
   “Is it bad?”
 
   “It’s pretty bad.” For the first time since he came in he remembered his knee. He leaned down, rubbed it. “I took a fall. Hurt like hell.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   “Let me see it.”
 
   “No, really,” he said. “I’m okay.”
 
   “Still. I told you, I have Red Cross training.”
 
   He looked at her, then moved to the sofa and sat down. He pulled up the leg of his pants, discovered to his surprise that it looked nasty indeed: it was badly scraped, bleeding and bruised.
 
   “Oh, gosh,” she said. “Don’t worry. I can fix it. Do you have a first-aid kit?”
 
   He shrugged. “There’s some stuff under the bathroom sink. I can—”
 
   “No,” she said, standing, “you’ve done enough. Just wait.” She moved to the bathroom and he heard her rummaging around under the sink. At last she returned, with numerous items in her hands. “You’re well-stocked,” she said. “That’s good. Most people aren’t.” She sat next to him again. “Now let me see that knee.” 
 
   He stretched it across her lap and she went to work with a towel soaked in warm water, soap, iodine, bandages. In a few minutes it was done.
 
   “Good as new,” she smiled, patting his calf.
 
   He nodded, moving to pull down his pant leg again. “Thanks,” he said. “Just—um, thanks.”
 
   “Jane.”
 
   He glanced at her, smiled and sighed. “I know. Jane Hooper.”
 
   “Well, then.”
 
   The room grew black. The wind picked up and made thin whistling sounds against the windowpanes, blew the snow in crazy patterns through the sky. After a while she stood, put away the first-aid things, and came back with a blanket from the bed.
 
   “Is it all right?” she asked. “I thought maybe we could watch TV together. If you don’t want to, that’s okay.”
 
   “No, it’s fine.” He reached for the remote as she dropped down next to him and arranged the blanket over them both. “What do you want to watch?”
 
   “I don’t know. Just flip around.”
 
   He did. She said nothing except when he came across news broadcasts: “No, no news,” she said. “Nothing new.”
 
   At last he flipped onto a station that was running an old Yogi Bear cartoon.
 
   “Oh, that’s it!” she cried delightedly. “Can we watch it? Please?”
 
   He shrugged. “Sure.”
 
   He sat silently as she giggled and chuckled at the antics of Yogi, Boo-Boo, and the Ranger. When that was done, Bugs Bunny and Elmer Fudd came on; then the Road Runner and Wile E. Coyote. As she watched, totally engrossed, he sat with a feeling of desolation, emptiness. This was what his life had come to, watching cartoons with a girl he didn’t like, a girl he found unattractive and annoying, a girl who was…But he tried not to think of that, tried not to think of what the future might bring. She snuggled against him and he put his arm around her. He wondered if she would ever watch a cartoon again, if she would ever watch anything again. He wondered what would happen, or could.
 
   Later they agreed to sleep together. They undressed in the dark, turning away from each other like uneasy strangers, and stayed far apart in the bed. He drifted into a shallow doze, but in the middle of the night he awoke suddenly. His head was filled with her odor of death, of decay. 
 
   He escaped to his study, slept instead on the small fold out bed he had there.
 
   # # #
 
   “I’m sorry, Mitchell,” she said the next morning.
 
   “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “I guess I’d better leave now.”
 
   Yes, he thought, for God’s sake yes. But he said: “Where would you go?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know. But there must be some place. I feel it. There’s some place. Somewhere.”
 
   He looked at her. Her cheeks had grown thinner, her lips parched and cracked. Black blotches had begun to appear on her face. 
 
   “I’m falling apart,” she said. “Literally. I don’t know how much longer I can—I don’t know what’s—”
 
   She stood suddenly, moved toward his study. He heard her collapse onto the fold out bed. He followed her in.
 
   “It’s not fair that I take your bed,” she said. “I’ll stay in here.”
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “No, it’s okay. I don’t want to be a bother. I’ll—I want to leave. It’s just that I feel kind of weak right now.”
 
   “It’s okay. Whatever.”
 
   “Mitchell?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Would you sit beside me for a while?” Her voice was thin, weak.
 
   “Okay.” He moved to the bed, sat gingerly on its edge. Though it was morning, the skies were a murk-heavy gray and the room was all but dark.
 
   “I enjoyed watching cartoons with you last night,” she whispered.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “They were the same ones I used to watch when I was little. The exact same ones. I actually remembered some of the stories.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “It made me feel like a little kid again.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Mitchell?” she said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you like me?”
 
   He looked at her. She had drawn a blanket up to her chin. He could see her thin, bony fingers grasping at the top of it.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   He shrugged. “I guess.”
 
   “People don’t,” she said quietly. “They never have. I never had friends. Or I would have them for a while and then they would just stop seeing me, or they would say something nasty about me behind my back. You know how girls are. Anyway, they never lasted. The friendships. They always ended. Do you know,” she said, curiously, as if it had just occurred to her, “that I don’t know a single person from high school anymore? Or grade school? Or college? I don’t know where anybody is. Nobody has ever tried to stay in touch with me.” 
 
   “Maybe they lost track of you,” he said.
 
   “I wrote some of them,” she said. “Years ago. Sent them letters. Christmas cards. Nobody ever answered.”
 
   “Maybe you had the wrong addresses.”
 
   “They were never returned to me.”
 
   They sat in silence for a time.
 
   “No, they didn’t like me,” she said. “It’s always been that way. Guys have never liked me either. I would always be the last one sitting at any dance or anything. Or at a bar. Like the other night. I was the last one. That’s why you decided to talk to me.”
 
   He was going to say, Oh, come on, no it wasn’t, but he knew it was true.
 
   “I’ve never had a boyfriend,” she whispered. “I’m twenty-six and I’ve never had a boyfriend. I never understood it. I’m not ugly.”
 
   “No,” he agreed, “you’re not ugly.”
 
   “I’m not obnoxious, or rude.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But I’ve never had a boyfriend. The only reason I know any men at all is because I’m willing to—to make love. Just to…spend some time with a man. That’s why I do it.”
 
   He could think of no response.
 
   “It’s the same with jobs,” she said. “I have a degree. I’m good at what I do. But again and again, when there’s a cutback, I’m the first to go. And my rent…? I’ve seen the landlord let other people slide for months. But the minute I fell behind…”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Know what I think?” she asked finally, her voice little more than a whisper. “I think that there are some people who just aren’t liked. At all. Who are…cursed, somehow. Who make other people uncomfortable no matter what they do. They don’t know why. I don’t know why. I’ve tried everything. Clubs, different kinds of groups, churches. When I hang back and stay quiet, people think I’m boring or stuck-up. But when I come on all friendly and bubbly they think I’m trying too hard. They make fun of me either way. Why do they do that?”
 
   He stared at his hands. “I don’t know. You’re right. It’s not your fault. It’s something about you.”
 
   “I did well in school,” she said. “But it didn’t make any difference.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I was just this…girl that nobody liked.”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   “I don’t think…I don't think that God likes me either,” she said. 
 
   He looked at her.
 
   “But at least you feel sorry for me, Mitchell,” she said. “That’s something.”
 
   He did not answer. Finally he stood and left the room.
 
   # # #
 
   He saw her rarely after that. She stayed in the study, making no sound whatsoever other than when she turned over in the bed. Occasionally he would look in, ask, “Do you need anything?” 
 
   She would always shake her head, say, “No, I’m okay.”
 
   She grew rapidly weaker. Once he stepped into the room, looked closely at her. Her face was falling in on itself, turning black. Her eyes had turned glassy, lifeless. And yet she could still move, still speak in a murmur.
 
   “Look,” she said to him, almost inaudibly. “My hair is falling out.” She pulled a small bunch from her head. Her skin seemed to come apart at the spot where she pulled, crumbling like cheese.
 
   Days passed. There was nowhere for him to go. The ice storm abated but snow continued to fall for days, piling atop the encrusted ice and making travel all but impossible. Most of the city remained closed. He would go out as far as the corner 7-Eleven for bread, orange juice, coffee, slipping along the sidewalk as he did so, quickly returning home. The door to the study was shut. He drank coffee, wasted time noodling around on the Internet, slept.
 
   At times it was almost possible to forget that she was there. He would do his laundry, call work to see when the store would re-open. He e-mailed some old friends. He fixed the leaky faucet in the kitchen. There were times when his life felt almost normal.
 
   One night he made his way to the nearest bar and after an hour or two struck up a conversation with a decent-looking girl, maybe about his age. She told him she worked as a secretary downtown, at the Federal Trade Commission. Blonde, short pixie hairstyle, cute enough. They had a few laughs over beers and when he asked her to come back to his place she said, “Sure,” as so many of them always had. He felt lightweight, airy as he walked with her back to the apartment, breathing in the frigid winter air. She giggled and nuzzled his neck as he unlocked the door and opened it. But when she stepped in she paused for just a moment before turning back in disgust, covering her nose and mouth and crying, “Oh my God, what is that smell?”
 
   For a moment he didn’t know what she was talking about. He didn’t even notice it now.
 
   # # #
 
   “I ruined your date,” she croaked brokenly.
 
   “It’s all right,” he said from the door.
 
   “Don’t come in. I don’t want you to see me like this…”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “But Mitchell, I…I do think there’s a place for me, somewhere. I believe that.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I need to find it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Just—don’t hate me.”
 
   “I don’t hate you.”
 
   “I know you didn’t ask for this. Please don’t hate me.”
 
   “I don’t hate you, Jane. No one hates you.”
 
   # # #
 
   At last the store opened again. He left for work one morning just as he would on any other: he showered, dressed, made his lunch of tuna on wheat bread and an apple, stepped out into the hall and rode the elevator down. The day passed like any other day. He walked home tiredly through the winter darkness. But he hardly thought of Jane Hooper at all until he opened his front door and immediately sensed something different.
 
   It was cold. Looking across the room, he realized that the windows were open wide. He rushed to close them, then recognized that they were open in the other rooms, too. He stepped quickly around, shutting them, until he came to the study. He hesitated and then stepped in. Heading straight for the window, he didn’t realize until he’d closed it that the fold out bed was empty. 
 
   “Jane?”
 
   He stepped into each room, looked. Nothing. Finally he moved to the thermostat, saw that the heat had been turned off. He switched it on again.
 
   “Jane?”
 
   Then he saw the wet marks on the floor. They were not footprints. They were more like smears of black mud that trailed from the study to, he realized, the front door. He looked at them pensively. Then he opened the door and saw that they led to the elevator. 
 
   He turned back into the apartment again and saw that there was a piece of paper on the coffee table. He picked it up.
 
   Dear Mitchell, it read, in a shaky, haphazard hand, thank you for everything. I’m sorry about the mess and the stink. I’ve opened the windows to try to let it air out. I found a big old coat in the back of your closet. I hope you don’t mind that I took it. It has a hood so people won’t see me. I have to go while I still can. I have to find the place where I belong. I’m sorry for everything. Please don’t hate me. Jane Hooper.
 
   He dropped slowly to the sofa. After a while he wept.
 
   # # #
 
   Weeks later, he heard from Jane Hooper one last time when his phone chirruped at three o’clock in the morning.
 
   He turned over toward it, disengaging himself from the girl next to him. 
 
   “What is it?” she murmured.
 
   “Just my phone,” he whispered. “Go back to sleep.”
 
   He fumbled with it. “What?” 
 
   “Mitchell?” It was a female voice that sounded very far away. There was a cold hissing on the line that almost drowned the voice.
 
   “Yes? What?”
 
   “It’s Jane.”
 
   It took him a moment. Then he was wide awake.
 
   “Jane? I…I can hardly hear you. Where are you?”
 
   “I…I’m not sure. I found the place, though. The one I was looking for.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I…I can’t explain, I…” 
 
   The hissing was so loud that the girl in the bed muttered, “What are you doing?” 
 
   He ignored her, trying to hear the other end of the line. “Jane?” 
 
   She might have been crying; he could not be sure.
 
   “I knew there was a place,” she said. “It’s weird. Dark. But there are…people here. I think. I’m not alone. I think I…”
 
   “Jane, what?”
 
   “I think I—I even know some of them. I’m where—where I’m supposed to be, Mitchell. Where people that aren't liked go. I—I just wish I knew…knew why. I—I—”
 
   “I can hardly hear you, Jane.”
 
   “I…Oh—I…I have to go, Mitchell….”
 
   “Jane, where are you? Tell me where you are.”
 
   “I have to go now….” Amid the hissing he now heard another sound: voices. But they did not sound like any voices he had ever heard. Low-pitched, grunting, they did not sound like human voices.
 
   “Jane?”
 
   “Mitchell—” 
 
   Her voice was nearly inaudible, breaking up with hiss and static. 
 
   “Mitch—m…un…p…want…”
 
   The sound broke up completely then. The connection clicked off to silence.
 
   But not before Mitchell had mentally filled in what she had said, or what he thought she had said: what he prayed he had misheard, that she had not said.
 
   Mitchell, my uncle Pete wants me.
 
   He felt his breath grow short. 
 
   “Honey?” the figure next to him said, looking over her shoulder at him curiously. “What is it?”
 
   He placed the phone down slowly, methodically.
 
   “Just a—” His voice was hollow. He cleared his throat. “Just a girl.”
 
   “Oh?” She looked back at him, mock-offended. She was a bartender he had met downtown, a fun girl, pretty. He noticed the crow’s-feet around her eyes, the streaks of gray that shot through her dark hair. “Do you like her?” she asked.
 
   He thought about it for a long time.
 
   “No,” he said at last.
 
   She smiled. “I’m glad.”
 
   She settled in again. He got out of the bed after a few minutes, stepped into the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face and drank some from his cupped palms. Then he came back and crawled in beside her, wrapped his arms around her, pressed his body close to hers. He realized suddenly that he was trembling.
 
   “Hey,” she said. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Tell me your name,” he said, burying his face in her hair. “Please. I want to know your name.”
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   It was dawn when I finished “The Girl That Nobody Liked”—eight thousand words in a single nonstop night. My head throbbed, my hand ached, and goddamn but I wanted a cigarette. Still, it was done—the first sustained work I’d accomplished in more years than I wanted to count (the years, specifically, since Leprechauns Can Be Murder seemed to have killed all my desire to write anything at all). Yet I experienced none of the exhilaration I would normally have felt at the conclusion of such a massive writing session, one that yielded a story I immediately knew was better than anything I’d done in many, many moons. 
 
   Instead, that quiet pool of the past—that pool that had begun thrashing blackly within me over the past few days—seemed even more active, ever more dangerous. This new story had taken me back some distance—Mitchell Noone was me, after all, me as I’d once been, synthesized, crystallized, in a time so long ago that it seemed to belong to another life. But there was further to go. I somehow sensed this, though I didn’t know how. 
 
   But, even with my confused and bewildered mood and my lack of sleep, I resolved to get to work that day. I half-expected to find her waiting for me in the main room or kitchen, but the Rain Girl was nowhere in evidence. 
 
   It had been a dream, of course—obviously I’d slept a little before I started writing. As I poured myself some orange juice and toasted a bagel I considered it. No doubt all that emotional talking with her at Dugan’s the day before had done it, opened something within me, burst some inner floodgate. I would have to thank my young friend, even if she wouldn’t fully understand what I was thanking her for. 
 
   Resolving to make a respectable appearance that day, I shaved, showered, and dressed, being careful to choose items that were actually clean and in possession of all necessary buttons and zippers.
 
   The hours moved slowly, but there were no run-ins with Mr. Geiger, no particularly troublesome situations in class; Daisy ran over Myrtle in last period and we discussed what it all meant. “I was right!” Dion proclaimed. “That bitch is crazy!” (I let the profanity slide, not wishing to dampen the young man’s enthusiastic participation. He was reading it, anyway.) I reminded them they needed to finish the book by tomorrow since Winter Holiday was almost upon us—as if they needed reminding!—and when the bell rang they scurried out happily enough. 
 
   I was exhausted, and of course I had a headache. I leaned forward, dropping my head into my folded arms atop the desk, determined to let my eyes rest for a few minutes before I headed home. 
 
   I woke up two hours later, jolted to consciousness after a dream of rain, shouting voices, a tall white building with a clock on its face. 
 
   The building was empty but for the janitorial crew. 
 
   I walked home in the winter darkness.
 
   # # #
 
   I sat staring at the ceiling. The TV was on, without sound. It didn’t matter. I watched the colors reflected from the screen play on the walls: blue, green, yellow, sudden fades and flashes. I was on my third Camel Filter, warm smoke rolling down my throat and into my lungs and giving me some sense of peace amidst the feelings of disaster that were overcoming me. I pictured a blown-apart world, buildings crumbled, stores looted, roving bands of maniacs shooting and raping and torturing. The world. The world soon. The end of the year would come and with it the end of civilization. The computers were all going to fail, we were going to be driven back to a new Dark Age. Terror would rule the land. I knew it couldn’t happen, yet I knew that it would. The hours were stumbling past and yet no one tried to stop the inevitable coming collapse. It was all over, I knew. Everything I’d lived would soon not even be memories. Just nothing at all. Every moment in the classroom, every girl who’d served time in my bed, every argument with Dad about the goddamn this and that, everything I’d ever written, every laugh, every sigh, all, all gone, gone soon, gone forever.
 
   I knew what was causing these apocalyptic thoughts, but I also knew that I didn’t want to face it. It: her. Yet the memories were pouring over me, fragmented, inchoate, a sour black syrup in my mind.  It was a place—she was—that I never visited.
 
   Rachel Lynn Blackburn.
 
   Even the name itself was difficult for me to conjure up in my mind. As for her, she was gone—more than fifteen years gone. And yet she wasn’t. But there was nothing I could do with those memories, there was no place for them to go. There hadn’t been for over a decade and a half.
 
   Shaking myself out of my torpor, I ground out my cigarette, feeling both a mild nicotine high and a sick sense of guilt at having fallen off the wagon yet again. Still, I was through now and wouldn’t need any more for a while. Maybe.
 
   I spent the evening typing up the scribbled pages of “The Girl That Nobody Liked” and went to bed early.
 
   # # #
 
   Thursday was the last school day before Winter Break, so naturally it was rather zoo-like. Knowing this would be the case, I ran a lot of quasi-educational videos, whose soporific qualities were most welcome. But in last period at least we did kill off poor Jay Gatsby once and for all. Dion remained convinced that Daisy Buchanan was crazy. Annie remained convinced that Dion was crazy. A merry time was had by all, except of course for Gatsby.
 
   And me. Like the day before, I seemed to float through the hours without really being a part of them. Within my mind voices, touches, whispers impinged on me, insinuating, insistent. At times my heart beat strangely hard and strangely fast. Work kept me from thinking too much about things, but then work ended and it was time to go home. 
 
   I sat for a long time on my sofa, smoking and listening to the quiet. Distantly I could hear the elevator chuffing up and down. My refrigerator hummed. I stared out at the gray evening. 
 
   Finally I stood and made my way to the bedroom, opened the closet door, and reached far back on the top shelf to a box I knew was there. 
 
   I brought it out—an old blue Nike shoe box, with tape sealing it all over. In spots the tape had yellowed and hardened and begun to pull away from the box. It had been stuck there over fifteen years ago.
 
   I blew the dust off the box and brought it into the main room. I placed it on the inverted crate that played the role of my coffee table. Then I went to the kitchen, microwaved myself a mug of tea, came back and sat on the sofa before the box.
 
   It wasn’t that I’d forgotten about it. I knew, every second of my life, that the box was there, waiting for me. There had been moments, especially when I’d moved from one apartment to another, that I’d held it in my hands and considered tossing it into the trash. How much simpler my life would be, I’d thought, if I could just do that. But no. I didn’t. Couldn’t. Yet in all those years I’d never opened it, either. 
 
   The gray light slowly failed outside, leaving only the darkness to watch over me. The box always seemed smaller than it should be—than it could be. Yet there it was.
 
   After another cigarette I tore the tape away from the box and lifted the lid.
 
   What did I expect to find? 
 
   I don’t know. Maybe I’d thought Pandora’s demons would come rushing forth to engulf my soul. But my breath came fast as I looked down and saw what, after all, I knew was there: a pile of old junk, that’s all. A tattered black spiral notebook with most of its pages missing. A couple of old university literary journals, their covers stolid and respectable. Some little yellow Post-It Notes, creased and crumpled and stuck haphazardly together. A few dull silver bits of jewelry—tiny hoops, studs. A photo or two. None of it surprised me. At the same time I didn’t feel the need to start studying all this material, analyzing it. It was dead, after all. A collection of relics.
 
   But then I found something at the bottom of the box I didn’t recall: a videocassette. There was no slipcase, no label—just an old unmarked tape. I tried to think of what it might contain, but my mind drew a complete blank.
 
   I smoked another cigarette while I thought about it. No: nothing, nothing at all came to mind. Odd. The idea of playing it unnerved me and I felt my breath coming fast. Yet this, this one thing, was a mystery. The old papers and journals didn’t surprise me at all, but this did. Why would I have put a videocassette into this box all those years ago?
 
   I didn’t want to try playing it, but this was too unexpected, too strange to ignore. The years had caused my mind to completely vanquish all memory of whatever this was.
 
   I stood, turned on my TV and VCR, and plugged in the tape.
 
   I waited. 
 
   Blackness. Static scramble. Then the picture came up, and it was as if someone had sucked the oxygen from my lungs. I fell back onto the sofa, a cold sweat suddenly covering me. 
 
   “Oh my God,” I said aloud, to no one. 
 
   She was smaller than I remembered, and younger: good God, how young she looked! Hardly more than a child. She must have been nineteen, I quickly calculated, when we made this video. Maybe twenty. She was completely naked, lying on sheets I immediately recognized. The bed itself was familiar, too. She was looking sleepily toward the camera, her arms raised over her head. Her raven-black hair was askew, as if she’d not been out of bed in a long time. Her underarms had dark, downy hair. Her breasts were tiny and hard-looking, like little apples. I could see traces of ribs under her skin; her belly was pale and flat. Her pubic bush was dark, longer and silkier than I remembered. Her legs were splayed casually open, her thighs muscular and firm. As she bent one leg I could make out a tattoo on the top of her foot—a rose with a thorny green stem dripping red blood. 
 
   The picture held on the long view, which took her in as well as most of the bed, and then the young man who’d been operating the camera stepped in. For a moment it seemed impossible to believe that this nude, long-haired stranger was me; the body seemed alien to anything I recalled, shockingly pale and skinny. So skinny! I must have been at least fifty pounds lighter. The skin on my face was tighter too, the jaw line sharply defined. My hair—so much of it!—reached nearly to my shoulders. My ass was narrow, deeply hollowed on both sides, small and firm. In any other context, and without seeing the face, I would never have connected this boy’s body to anything that had ever had the slightest connection to me.
 
   He—I—stood facing her beside the bed. She sat up, folding her legs under her, and took my erection gently in her small hand, stroking it. She smiled, looked up at the boy standing before her. Her lips moved, but whatever she’d said was inaudible on the ancient videotape.
 
   I thought: No. We were never this way, never so young, these were never our bodies, never our lives. They couldn’t have been. Certainly not.
 
   Yet eventually my younger self climbed onto the bed with her. She reclined onto her back. Her thighs opened. Her arms went around my, his, waist. 
 
   Oh my God.
 
   I watched—horrified, embarrassed, saddened, moved—as my long-dead self made love to this long-dead girl. 
 
   As I stared at the screen I had an odd sense that there was someone in the room with me. 
 
   Glancing quickly over my shoulder, I saw the Rain Girl just behind me there in the semi-darkness, the light of the TV flickering on her face. In the instant before I reacted I saw that her expression was wide-eyed: not in shock or disgust, not in titillation.
 
   In hunger. In need. 
 
   It was the same look you sometimes see on the faces of starving people in news stories about Third World famines. The eye sockets appear to grow larger, the eyeballs virtually popping out from the face. The cheekbones sink in, corpse-like. The mouth gapes. Yet the entire face seems nothing but eyes, eyes gazing, envisioning something that we, the comfortable, the well-fed, can never see.
 
   That was her expression now.
 
   “Kiddo—” I started to say, then gathered my wits and grabbed the remote, shut off the VCR.
 
   We sat in silence for a moment. My heart was pounding, pounding. She was kneeling behind the sofa, her eyes still on the TV screen, as if there remained something to see there. I watched her.
 
   “Why did you do that?” she asked, her voice breathless.
 
   “It’s not—honey, you can’t watch—things like that…”
 
   “Turn it on again.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Finally she looked at me. “That was you, wasn’t it?”
 
   I sat forward, buried my face in my hands, tried to breathe. I heard her step around, felt her drop down on the sofa next to me.
 
   “It was,” she repeated, “wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And the girl—the woman—that was…was Rachel, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes. It was.”
 
   We sat silently in the darkness.
 
   I asked finally, “How did you get in here?” 
 
   “Your door isn’t locked.”
 
   “It locks automatically.”
 
   “Not this time it didn’t. Go see.”
 
   Looking at her, I stood. I was glad it was dark: my face felt flushed with emotion. I was sweating. I moved to the door, which was indeed slightly ajar. I pushed it shut.
 
   “You always have an explanation,” I sighed, “for everything.”
 
   “Tell me about Rachel, Ben.”
 
   “You need to go home now.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Ben.” She scowled and stood. “You should know by now that I don’t have a ‘home.’” 
 
   “Where do you go, then?”
 
   She shrugged, stepped near me. She wore the same drab brown coat I’d always seen her in.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   Our eyes met in the darkness.
 
   “You know who I am, Ben,” she said finally.
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t.”
 
   “If you think about it, you’ll know.”
 
   I heard myself groan. I dropped down to a chair at my little dining room table. “I have thought about it,” I said. “I don’t have any answers.”
 
   She brought my forgotten tea mug to the table and placed in before me, then sat at the other chair.
 
   “Can I watch the video?” she asked, “Please?”
 
   I took a sip of the lukewarm brew. “It’s a porn video, kiddo. A homemade porn video. I can’t let you see that.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s porn. It’s not porn if it wasn’t made for other people to see. It’s not porn if the people in it are in love.”
 
   I looked at her, sighed shakily. “What do you know about it?”
 
   “I just know.”
 
   I shook my head. “There’s plenty of porn on the Internet, if that’s what you want to see.”
 
   “That’s not what I want to see.” She paused and looked closely at me. “I want to see my mother.”
 
   The room grew darker. “What?”
 
   “My mother. I want to see my mother.”
 
   “Rachel was not your mother.”
 
   “Yes, she was.”
 
   “Rachel never had children.”
 
   “But she’s my mother.”
 
   I shook my head violently. “Rachel did not have children.”
 
   “She’s my mother.”
 
   “Honey—” I started to reach out to her, pulled back again. “It’s impossible. I would have known. There wasn’t—she didn’t have children. There was no possibility of that. I know it. For a fact.”
 
   “She’s my mother, Ben.”
 
   I studied her eyes. They glistened in the darkness.
 
   “You’re wrong, kiddo. I don’t know where you got that idea. I’m sorry. But you’re wrong.”
 
   “I’m not wrong, Ben.”
 
   “Then—if  Rachel—I don’t know,  I guess—before I knew her, maybe—I can’t imagine, but just say—if she was your mother, then who…?”
 
   “You are, Ben.”
 
   There was another long silence. The elevator made its chuffing sounds down the hall. My chest hurt.
 
   “I am? Kiddo, I can’t be.”
 
   “You are, though.”
 
   “Not—” I suddenly realized that I was gripping the warm mug tightly, so tightly it might break apart in my hands. I let it go and shook my head again. “It’s not possible. Not—not with Rachel. Maybe with some other girl, later. I mean, I guess I’d have to admit that would be possible. But with—with Rachel—the timing—no. There’s no possibility. It can’t be.”
 
   I watched her watching me. She was crying quietly. Her glistening eyes seemed to melt down her cheeks.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Some things just aren’t possible.”
 
   “You don’t understand, Ben.”
 
   “I understand that I can’t be your father,” I said gently. “That Rachel almost certainly couldn’t have been your mother.”
 
   “You don’t understand.”
 
   “There’s nothing to understand. Just—just how the human reproduction process works. That’s all anybody needs to understand.”
 
   “No, Ben.”
 
   “What, then?” I reached out and touched her very solid, decidedly un-ghostlike hand. “What do you mean? Tell me what you mean.”
 
   She stared at me for a long time, tears making slow, shining rivers on her face. 
 
   “You have to go back farther,” she said.
 
   “Go back? What do you mean?”
 
   “Your story. That you wrote? About Mitchell and Jane? That took you back, but not far enough. You have to go farther. To understand.”
 
   “To understand what?”
 
   “To understand, Ben.”
 
   Suddenly something inside myself seemed to grab my heart and squeeze it—hard. Very hard. 
 
   I gasped and doubled over in the chair. Sweat poured from my forehead.
 
   “Ben?” she said. “What is it?”
 
   “I—” The world turned red, then blue, and I had a sensation of falling. Had the end come at last, in darkness and pain? The end of the century, the millennium, the world?
 
   I think I blacked out for a moment. When I came to my breath was shallow and fast. 
 
   I opened my eyes. 
 
   She was kneeling over me in the semi-dark, her expression frightened. I saw that she held my hand in hers, though I couldn’t seem to feel it.
 
   “Call...Call...” I gasped. I was shocked at how difficult it was to say the words. It was as if a cement block had been dropped onto my chest, pushing out all the air.
 
   “You’ll be okay, Ben,” she said, clasping our hands together under her chin. “Just relax. Try to breathe.”
 
   “Call...” But I couldn’t finish what I was trying to say, which was: Call 911.
 
   “Just breathe,” she said softly. “Breathe. You’ll be okay. Trust me.”
 
   I looked at her and a wild idea crossed my mind. “Are you—is it—you? Are you...?”
 
   “I’m not doing it, Ben. Oh my God, I would never hurt you. Don’t you know that by now? I don’t want you to be hurt. Not ever. You’re having a heart attack. It’s a very mild one. You’ll be okay. Just stay quiet and try to breathe.”
 
   “I—how—do you...?”
 
   She smiled slightly. “Because I’m observant,” she said quietly.
 
   I looked at her. The tears had mostly dried on her face but I could still see slight, fading glistenings on her cheeks. The cement block lifted partially.
 
   “Just breathe slowly,” she insisted. “Breathe....”
 
   “Honey...”
 
   “Shh.”
 
   “Honey, what—did you mean...go back—farther...?”
 
   “Think about it, Ben,” she said, her voice hardly above a whisper. “Think about all of it. Lie there quietly and think. Think and breathe.” 
 
   I had a distant sensation of her hand, her hand wrapped strongly around mine, giving strength to me, to us both.
 
   Outside it started to rain.
 
   “Breathe,” she said again. “Breathe.”
 
   And then, sometime later, very quietly, almost shyly: “...Dad.”
 
   


  
 

PART TWO
Heart, Heart
 
   Love is a sickroom with the roof half gone
 
   Where nights go down in a continual rain.
 
   Heart, heart. I do not live, the lie of peace
 
   Echoes to no end; the clocks are dead.
 
   What we have had we will not have again.
 
   —Weldon Kees, “Girl at Midnight”
 
   1
 
   The first love of my life was a little orange-haired girl with the dashing name of Sherry O’Shea.
 
   Stone’s End, where she and I grew up next door to each other, is located some twelve miles off Highway 5, roughly halfway between Sacramento and Stockton—the kind of town that wouldn’t be hard to find if anyone thought to look for it, which few ever have. There’s no industry in Stone’s End, no natural attraction; it’s too far from San Francisco to the west and from the Gold Country to the east to receive any tourist spillover. Its biggest claim to fame does, however, come from the Gold Rush days. Stone’s End is so named, legend has it, after the notorious Jeremiah J. Stone—“J.J.” to friends and foes alike—who, after a month-long spree in which he relieved twelve banks of their funds and three clerks of their lives, met his own end here on Easter morning in 1855. Though the official story was that Big John Taylor, the sheriff of this province (which was then known, for reasons lost to history, as “Mad Hat”), faced him down in a man-to-man shootout on Main Street, the hapless J.J. is said to have shuffled off this mortal coil with the fairly surprising total of ninety-six bullet holes in his body.  This inconvenient fact—if fact it was—did not stop the town leaders from erecting a bronze statue in the likeness of Big John Taylor, a statue that still stands in a little park off Liberty Road today. Nor did it stop them from renaming the town after this incident, Mr. Taylor’s single greatest accomplishment as a lawman.
 
   But the Wild West quality of the town was over a hundred years gone by the time my neighbor and I discovered each other—though “discovered” is the wrong word, since I can’t recall a time in my life before I knew Sherry O’Shea. She was as much a part of my early childhood as Dad, as Alice, as our house at 319 Sycamore Street. I have a memory of looking out my bedroom window and seeing her there, just my age—four or five, I guess; my mother couldn’t have been dead long—careening boisterously across a slickly wet Slip ’n’ Slide her parents had unfurled on their back lawn. In my mind I see her swimsuited body rolling and tumbling, her curly hair bobbing, and hear her delighted yelps filling the empty quiet of the afternoon. Her mother sits watching her, a small, pleasantly bored smile on her face. A magazine is in her lap, a cigarette between her fingers. 
 
   And later, not too much later, it’s the two of us together on that Slip ’n’ Slide, Sherry bounding ahead of me while I follow floppingly behind, crashing wetly into her at the end of the runner and sending us both rolling into the grass. Laughter then, little-kid wrestling, chasing, squirting the garden hose at each other, much shrieking silliness.
 
   We weren’t always friends. After first grade we withdrew from each other, she into the world of girls, I to boys. If I missed her, I have no memory of it: life then was basketball, baseball, soccer, running and leaping and kicking. Yet I was always aware of her. I would watch sometimes as she ran around the front yard with her family’s golden retriever, Rusty, or played catch with her father, tossing a little round rubber ball with him which Rusty would grab and run away with delightedly whenever either of them dropped it. Sherry was an only child, and while I had Alice, she was eight years older than me; in the absence of our mother, she was more like a very young surrogate parent than a sibling. 
 
   Sherry and I were brought together on a regular basis, with neighborly barbeques (whatever his other problems, Dad was magnificent in front of a grill) and dual-family outings to the local movie house. I don’t recall Sherry and I doing a lot of talking at such times, but I do remember playing Yahtzee and Scrabble with her, the two of us sitting together on the carpet in their living room, the TV softly playing Hawaii Five-O or That Girl or Room 222 beside us. I have a specific memory of Sherry turning the dial to Peyton Place on one of those evenings and her mother, on coming into the room, emitting a little gasp and quickly switching us over to something less racy.
 
   “Aw, Mom!” Sherry moaned.
 
   Sherry O’Shea wasn’t particularly pretty—the photos I have of her show a little girl whose future issues with her weight were already clearly apparent; she wasn’t fat, but she was naturally big, with thick arms and thighs and a round face peppered with tan-colored freckles. Her eyes were crystal-blue, nearly clear, with a curious fold to the lids which gave the impression that her eyes were partly closed, making her appear sly or sleepy, when they were wide open. 
 
   But Sherry’s most striking feature, by far, was her hair. People called her a redhead, but her hair wasn’t red: it was orange, brighter than a carrot or a tabby cat, a virtually neon orange that I would later tease her as being her special glow-in-the-dark feature. She seemed to have mixed feelings about this crazy-colored hair of hers. Some years she would have it cut back so much that she resembled a boy. But at other times she let it all grow out and tumble fantastically across her shoulders and back, a set of wild waves that, when she was older, would turn male heads in the street. 
 
   She was never a star among the girls in our classes at school, but neither was she an outcast. She occupied a safe place in the second rank, girls who didn’t threaten the status of the queen bees but who were perfectly acceptable when needed as teammates or Science Lab partners. Boys ignored her, as they generally ignored all the girls. But in her case there was a special reason: she was thought to be my girlfriend, even though I never spoke to her in school or even so much as looked at her. I wasn’t teased about it, and I don’t think she was either; it just seemed to be universally accepted as a fact. Ben and Sherry were in love. Everybody knew it except, for a time, us. 
 
   Where our classmates got this notion I don’t know, though in retrospect I suppose all the kids realized—it was a very small town—that the Falls and the O’Sheas spent a certain amount of time with one another, that Ben and Sherry went places together (always with our parents, but that was beside the point), and that we spent time alone together, something few of us that age would have done with members of the opposite sex unless they were family members. Yet, as I’ve indicated, few of these get-togethers amounted to much between Sherry and me. We could sit watching TV or playing Monopoly for hours without speaking, all but ignoring each other. Throughout elementary school there was no clandestine holding of hands, no awkwardly breathless first kiss in the balcony of a movie house. I don’t believe the thought of such things ever crossed either of our minds. We were pushed together by our parents and so put up with each other, that’s all.
 
   Things changed when we hit middle school.
 
   Once—we were probably twelve—our two families went together to a Fourth of July fireworks show out of town (I don’t recall exactly where—Stockton, maybe?). The night was baking, the breeze hot and dry in our faces, and we were sitting on hard wood bleachers looking up at the exploding reds and yellows and whites. Dad and Alice were on my left; Sherry was next to me, on my right, wearing a tank top and cut-off blue jeans. I remember how my glance dropped from a glittering flower of light in the sky down across the crowd and finally to Sherry, whose face was still upturned. As my eyes moved I realized, in a burst of understanding as sudden and spectacular as the fireworks above us, that Sherry had breasts: there they were, slightly damp with sweat and wrapped loosely in her green tank top, the split between them clear and obvious. I found myself breathing faster, noticing also her pale, freckled shoulders, naked but for the straps of the tank top, and the delicate hair on her arms; and her thighs, the skin of her thighs, completely bare beyond the fringes of her shorts. I felt an erection suddenly huge and urgent in my pants. I was excited, exhilarated, but shocked too: this was Sherry, Sherry O’Shea, the same kid I’d known all my life and never particularly liked or disliked. But in that moment she wasn’t simply a kid. She was a girl.
 
   I must have been staring at her, since after a moment she glanced at me and asked, “What are you looking at?”
 
   I felt myself flush red, the first time I’d ever had any feeling of embarrassment around Sherry O’Shea. Our eyes met. Hers, archly angled because of her heavy eyelids, were suddenly beautiful. A second later, astonishingly, and with a slight groan escaping my lips, I ejaculated violently, even painfully, in my pants.
 
   Sherry looked at me, then down at my lap, then up at me again, with a puzzled expression. Finally, scowling and tight-lipped, she returned her attention to the fireworks. 
 
   I sat there horrified at myself, horrified that everyone knew what had just happened: but as I glanced shamefaced to my left, I saw that Dad’s and Alice’s faces were gazing up at the latest crackling blossoms in the air. The same was true on my right, and all around. The darkness and noise had kept anyone from noticing, except Sherry. 
 
   For weeks afterward we didn’t speak to each other, but there was nothing unusual about that. The boy/girl division was still strong in middle school, and we each had our own friends. I recall no secret or embarrassed exchanges of looks, no sense of tension or awkwardness between us. Things just continued as before. But I was changing in other ways, and rapidly. My Sherry-inspired discovery of girls seemed to refocus the entire lens through which I had, until then, lived my life: suddenly they were everywhere in my mind, in my imagination, completely overwhelming whatever juvenile thoughts that had occupied me previously. My God, I discovered, girls were pretty. I liked looking at them. In fact, I found myself hardly able to stop gazing at Enid Forth, Karen Adler, Melody Wannamaker—classmates who had heretofore commanded no attention from me at all but who were now center stage in my newly fervid fantasy life. My mind was overrun with hands, eyes, lips, breasts, tight bellies, curving hips and thighs, gentle high voices. The dangers I saved each of those girls from! The villains I defeated! The hot kisses we shared! 
 
   What I actually understood about girls’ anatomies and sex was fairly limited. I had a reasonable comprehension of things theoretically, but this was decades before the Internet would make everything any twelve-year-old would want to know graphically obvious and instantly accessible. My father was silent on these matters. Alice, at this point attending community college, had little time for me; anyway, we never shared serious confidences or talked of intimate things. No, the best a red-blooded young boy like me could hope for was a copy of Playboy or Penthouse—not wrapped in plastic back then—quickly snatched from the magazine rack of the local newsstand, opened instantly to the center, studied furiously for a second or two, then pushed back onto the rack before the proprietor Mr. Wannamaker (Melody’s dad) noticed.
 
   Other things were happening to me. Though I didn’t entirely give up sports—like Sherry, I was never a star among my peers, but I was at least of average ability on a basketball court or baseball diamond—I’d discovered Edgar Allan Poe in a school reader, first “The Cask of Amontillado,” then “The Tell-Tale Heart,” and this affected my psyche nearly as strongly as girls did (if in, to put it mildly, a completely different way). I’d always loved creepy and far-out movies and liked to watch old ones on TV (Invasion of the Body Snatchers was one of my great favorites), but reading Poe was something different. Movies were outside me, external; Poe seemed to sink directly into my deepest self, my soul. He was visceral. The fact that I didn’t understand his every word was immaterial—I got the gist, and there was something about his language, that torrent of wild feverish words, that transported me to a place I’d never known existed. I bought a paperback of his stories from Mr. Wannamaker—he complimented me on my taste while I found myself wondering if he could somehow sense the torrid fantasies I was having nightly about his daughter—and found myself engulfed in Poe’s worlds: razor-sharp pendulums, premature burials, nightmarish ravens. It was a short journey from Poe to Dracula, The Hound of the Baskervilles, and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. I was terrified. I was enchanted. 
 
   I became a bookworm.
 
   My newfound interest wasn’t lost on Sherry, whom I’d sometimes seen with books of her own: Nancy Drew, Alfred Hitchcock’s Three Investigators, the occasional paperback nurse novel. I was sitting in our backyard one warm Saturday in August when I suddenly heard her voice from across the fence: “What’re you reading?”
 
   That was typical of how Sherry and I interacted; we had always taken each other too much for granted to bother with formal greetings, or in fact greetings of any kind. Still, I felt slightly odd when I looked up at her. The fourth of July was the last time we’d spoken. She was standing there with her arms folded over the top of the fence, a book in one hand.
 
   “Frankenstein,” I said, holding up the paperback cover for her to see. 
 
   “Is it good?”
 
   “Pretty good,” I said. “Not scary. But it’s interesting. Really different from the movie.”
 
   “I saw that movie. With Boris Karloff?”
 
   “Yeah.” I nodded. “It’s pretty cool. But I like Bride of Frankenstein better.”
 
   “I haven’t seen that one.” She held up her own book. “Mine’s Rebecca,” she said. 
 
   “There was a movie of that. An old one. Kind of good. It was on TV.”
 
   “I know. I saw it. That’s why I got the book from the library.”
 
   We were silent for a long moment. I tried not to notice how pretty she seemed: her shining hair, her freckles, the sunlight on her forearms. After a moment, and without any goodbye, she turned and skipped away, disappearing behind the side of her house.
 
   It was weeks before we spoke again.
 
   In fact, it was in the fall, when school had started up again. In middle school there was a practice that hadn’t existed in the earlier grades: occasional Friday-afternoon dances. I suppose the idea was to help socialize the nervous twelve-year-olds who were beginning to notice members of the opposite sex; I no longer remember how often they happened, but I do recall being herded into the school’s gymnasium the first time and finding the lights turned down shockingly low (they’d just switched off a couple of the more glaring fluorescents, that’s all, but it was darker than I’d ever seen it) and rainbow-hued streamers hanging everywhere, with chairs in a circle around the basketball-court-turned-dance-floor. A teacher, the young, slim, and ultra-hip Mr. Reeves (one of the only black residents of Stone’s End, surely) served as D.J., blasting “Hot Fun in the Summertime” and “Will It Go Round in Circles” and “Baby Don’t Get Hooked on Me” at our unsuspecting ears. The more socially adept kids were quick to join in; I watched boys walking up to girls, speaking to them for a moment, then walking out onto the dance floor and gyrating together. It was an odd sight, yet not an unpleasing one. What’s more, the girls didn’t seem to be shy about asking the boys, either. I watched as Melody Wannamaker stepped up to a boy named John Hubbard and they moved off to the dance floor together.
 
   I sat listening as any number of songs went by, until, as “Your Mama Don’t Dance” began, I realized that Sherry was standing next to me. She was wearing blue jeans and a powder-blue T-shirt with a big yellow smiley face on it. 
 
   “Do you want to?” she said.
 
   I think I said yes. I know I stood, anyway; and there we were, Sherry O’Shea and Ben Fall, dancing together. Neither of us had the slightest idea how to dance, but we twisted and rocked as well as anybody else, I suppose. What we didn’t do was touch. In fact, I don’t think we even made eye contact. And yet it was fun, and when the next song, “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough,” began, we never sat down. Without asking or even really acknowledging each other, we just kept dancing. We danced through “School’s Out” and “Harper Valley P.T.A.” and “Bang a Gong (Get It On).” We danced so much that I finally noticed other kids looking at us and grinning. My heart was charging, and only partly, I think, because of the exercise. I was intensely aware, even if I only furtively glanced her way now and then, of Sherry, of her body, her girlness. 
 
   Then Mr. Reeves threw everyone a curve. The Carpenters: “We’ve Only Just Begun.”
 
   A slow song.
 
   Most of the kids scurried to the sidelines. Only two brave couples remained where they were, looking perplexedly at each other. One of those couples was Melody Wannamaker and John Hubbard. The other was Sherry and me.
 
   Well, it happened; I don’t remember how, but somehow my arms were around her, her hands were on my back, and we were slowly swaying to a song I’d always hated, but at that moment didn’t mind at all. I learned what a girl’s hair smells like, and what it feels like—she was wearing it long then—touching your cheek and nose. I learned what it’s like for a girl’s breasts to press against your chest, through clothes, at least. I was practically drunk with these sensations. I was heartbroken when the song ended. I was also in love.
 
   I normally walked home from school by myself, or sometimes in the company of another boy or two. But that day, as I gathered my books and sweater, I saw that Sherry was standing nearby, books against her chest, looking at me. She seemed nervous and expectant both. 
 
   “Are you—going home?” she asked.
 
   I nodded and, without another word, we walked out of the gymnasium together, at long last the couple everyone had always thought we were.
 
   At first we weren’t really all that different with each other than we’d ever been. When our families got together we still watched TV or played Yahtzee, but now we actually talked. And we did start meeting outside the family gatherings. I quickly learned that I was better in English than she was, and she was better in Math than I was; since we were in the same classes, it made perfect sense that we would elect to study together. I can remember what seemed like long hours—they probably weren’t—sitting in her family’s living room with her, or, later, in my bedroom, with the door open, helping her revise an essay about elephants or trying to follow what she was telling me about long division while the smell of her skin, her hair, her, slowly drove me mad. 
 
   “Ben?” she said one rainy afternoon. We were on my bedroom floor, papers in front of us.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You’re not listening.”
 
   “What? I’m sorry. I guess I’m not.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   I was sitting cross-legged; she was on her stomach before me, scribbling math figures on a sheet of paper. My hand desperately wanted to reach out and touch the small of her back, the curve of which was preoccupying me.
 
   “I—nothing.”
 
   She stopped writing and looked up at me. I imagined my fingers touching every freckle on her cheeks. Finally she sat up and faced me, cross-legged as I was. We listened to the rain pelt the window. Otherwise it was quiet. My sister was home, but downstairs with her boyfriend somewhere. It felt as if we were completely alone in the world.
 
   “Do you want to hold hands?” she said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   We held hands. Both hands. I could feel sweat on her palms. I knew my own hands were cold. We sat there for a long time, getting the sense of it. Other than my sister, I had never touched a girl’s hand. I found myself nervous and yet somehow peaceful too, as if this were simply natural, right.
 
   “So...have you ever kissed a girl?” she said finally, in a flat, matter-of-fact tone.
 
   “No.” I thought about it. “Have you? I mean, a boy?”
 
   “No. Only my cousin Simon. He doesn’t count. He’s nine.”
 
   We leaned to each other. It was not an awkward kiss. In fact, our lips seemed to interlock perfectly from the very first time. I was surprised at the warmth and the wetness of her mouth. God Almighty, I never wanted it to end.
 
   Well, it went on like that: study sessions, hand holding, kissing. There was no shortage of teasing from our classmates, even though we still never interacted directly at school—I remained with my guy friends, she still hung out with the girls. But we walked home together almost every day. 
 
   Alice professed to find it all “cute,” and Dad had little to say, except once, when he came home very late and very drunk. Alice was helping him into a chair as he muttered, “Shit, goddamn bullshit, it’s all goddamn bullshit,” and she was soothing him, as she always did: “Shh, Dad, be quiet, Daddy, I’ll get you some coffee, okay?” He sagged in the chair as she moved off to the kitchen. I stood there stupidly, appalled at him as I always was, unable to move or speak. His eyes met mine and he scowled. 
 
   “Just don’t get that little girl next door knocked up, Shithead, you hear me?” 
 
   I ran from the room.
 
   But in an odd way I think my dad had a better understanding of what was happening between Sherry and me than anyone else did. Sherry’s parents were pleasant about the whole thing, blithe: they always smiled when I came over, offered me cookies and soda. Maybe it was a more innocent time. Still, she and I were twelve, not nine: yet it didn’t seem possible to any of the grown-ups that she and I might form a serious attachment involving anything beyond study sessions and TV watching. After all, we’d known each other our whole lives, and nothing had ever happened; we hardly even seemed to notice one another. And so, without the benefit of much serious adult supervision, things moved along between us as one might expect they would. Soon the afternoon study sessions were really just afternoon make-out sessions: we learned from each other how to kiss, how to touch and caress. Yet oddly—even humorously, as I think of it today—we didn’t try French kissing for ages. For all of our pawing each other, we were chaste, too.
 
   This went on for months.
 
   When I was with Sherry I didn’t want to be with anyone else—not Alice, not Dad (certainly not Dad), not my friends. I only wanted to be reading if we were reading together, which we often did. I remember the first time, on the floor of my bedroom, both of us with our books, when she patted her leg and said, “Put your head here,” and I did—a girl’s lap, certainly the best pillow ever invented.
 
   We continued to keep the relationship private—no interaction at school, ever—yet everyone knew that we were a couple. Some wag started referring to “Ben and Sherry” as “George and Mary,” from the old movie everybody had seen on TV, It’s a Wonderful Life. I professed to hate such teasing, of course, but, of course, there was a part of me that liked it.
 
   And the comparison was apposite. I marveled at everything about her. Visiting her house, her bedroom (always with the door open: her parents had begun to sense that things were somehow changing between us—they weren’t completely dumb), I was amazed at her clothes, how neatly she folded them in their drawers, how nicely her shoes were lined up in her closet. The posters on the wall, mostly horses and Bobby Sherman, fascinated me: she had chosen these, I realized. She had gone into a store somewhere, probably with her mom, and looked through lots of different posters and picked these, decided that she liked them better than the others.  
 
   I find this hard to explain. But, as with most kids, I think that other people were not yet entirely real to me. They existed—my teachers, Dad, Alice—only in relation to myself; for all I knew they blinked completely out of existence when I left them. But Sherry had a life outside mine, I understood. She wasn’t just there as a supporting character in my movie; she had a movie of her own—as if It’s a Wonderful Life were to be retold from Mary’s point of view. Sherry had her own background, experiences, memories, likes and dislikes, her own joys and sorrows, many of which I knew nothing about, just as there were things about me (my frantic nighttime sexual fantasies, my haunting if shimmeringly vague memories of my mother) she knew nothing about. In short, she was a person. Though I couldn’t have articulated it then—I hardly can now—this was a revelation to me.
 
   I thought about sex with her all the time, of course, but for a long while we did nothing more than the kiss-and-fumble sessions I’ve described. Yet even those bonded us together, gave us a secret life with one another of which others knew nothing. 
 
   But it was childhood, and we did childhood things. We read. We wrote stories together—ghost stories in which characters with the names of kids we didn’t like came to ghastly deaths. We climbed trees. We played catch with softball and mitts. We rode our bikes all over town. We ate ice cream in the local drug store. We discovered music together, too: not just the current Top 40, which we used to listen to on the Casey Kasem show on Sunday mornings, but the old classical LPs my mother had loved and which my father had relegated to a box in the basement. Beethoven, Debussy, Handel, Mozart: we would play them quietly in my room, on my little record player, our hands gently entwined. Sherry and I never discussed my mother at all, the way that kids don’t. I had virtually no memory of her, in any event. But the music seemed to connect me to her, and to Sherry. When the records played it somehow felt as if the three of us were together, all there, listening. 
 
   Since our bedrooms happened to face each other across the fence and expanse of green lawn, we used two cleaned-out Campbell’s soup cans with a hole poked in the bottom of each along with a ball of strong twine to create, in those pre-cell phone days, a tin-can telephone. We talked for hours this way, sometimes deep into the night, when the rest of both our households were long asleep; but what we talked about is lost to my memory. Probably nothing of any importance, really. But I can still hear in my mind the hollow, metallic sound of her voice as it traveled over the string through the can to my ear. The first time Sherry ever said “I love you” to me was through that can, late one quiet night.
 
   Well, in time we outgrew those things. Middle school ended. On the night of graduation our families had a cookout in the O’Sheas’ backyard and after partaking of steaks and hamburgers Sherry and I excused ourselves to go for a walk around the neighborhood in the early dark. She took my hand boldly, in a gesture that would become habitual with her. It the first time we’d done this in public, even though there was no one around to see. 
 
   At the edge of the neighborhood, where the houses ended, was a wild field atop a hill overlooking, distantly, the cemetery. We wandered around in the tall grass for a while, listening to what sounded like a million crickets all around us. It felt exciting and dangerous, being out alone in the darkness. No one was anywhere near. A bright half-moon provided a blue-white sheen to our skins. We sat down under a massive, gnarled oak tree, our backs leaning against it.
 
   “Do you feel, like, older now?” she asked, taking my hand. “I do. Sort of.”
 
   “I dunno. I guess.”
 
   “I mean, we’re going to be in high school next year.”
 
   “Yeah. Weird.”
 
   We were quiet for a time, gazing at the stars, listening to the whirrings and chirrupings in the grass.
 
   “Ben?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “What?”
 
   She pulled her hand away gently and sat forward, looking across the dark field. “It’s about...”
 
   “What, Sherry?”
 
   “Oh, never mind.” She picked a reed of grass and slowly shredded it in her fingers.
 
   “What? C’mon.”
 
   She glanced at me. Then she sighed. “Ben—do you remember last summer? The Fourth of July? Going to the fireworks?”
 
   Oh shit, I thought. But I said: “Yeah?”
 
   She studied the field before us. I watched her profile in the moonlight. She was struggling to say it. “And when—when you looked at me—we looked at each other—do you remember what I’m talking about?”
 
   I looked down. “I remember.”
 
   There was a long silence. We listened to the crickets.
 
   “Ben,” she said, turning her head toward me but looking at the ground, “did you—I mean...you know...did you...” She leaned close to me just for a moment, saying the words in a tone hardly above a whisper: “Did you come?”
 
   I didn’t respond for a time. I felt my face flush red. Finally I nodded.
 
   She nodded too, slowly. “I thought you did.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it.”
 
   “You don’t have to be sorry. I just wanted to know, that’s all.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have done it, though.”
 
   She shrugged. “Girls do it too, you know.”
 
   “Come?” Just saying the word to her caused me to get an erection.
 
   “Sure. I mean, they can.”
 
   “How? I mean...what does a girl...?”
 
   “Well, nothing, like, comes out. Like with a boy. It’s different.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It’s—it’s hard to explain.”
 
   We said nothing. We seemed to bit sitting a long way from each other, yet we were very close.
 
   “Ben,” she said at last, “do you ever, like, you know, play with yourself? That way?”
 
   The flush passed through me again. I could hardly believe my ears. My breath was quick and shallow.
 
   “You mean like...?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Sometimes,” I admitted finally. “Do you?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “I didn’t know. That girls did.”
 
   We were speaking in the lowest of murmurs, even though no one was anywhere near us. The houses behind us were a hundred yards back. No one could hear us or see us. The rest of the world was far away.
 
   “Do—do you want to now?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, I couldn’t now.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I just couldn’t. Out here like this.”
 
   Another pause.
 
   “Do you want to, though?” she asked.
 
   My mouth was dry. “Yes,” I said. “Can I?”
 
   “Well, it’s up to you.”
 
   “Okay.” Nearly unable to believe that this was happening, I reached down to my pants. She sat close and watched me pull down my zipper. My hard-on sprang eagerly into the open air, astonishingly naked against the darkness. 
 
   “Do you want to touch it?” I asked, my voice ragged.
 
   “I better not.”
 
   I leaned close, put my arm around her, and kissed her on the neck. We nuzzled for a moment. My hand reached awkwardly to her breast; her hand came up to meet it. I thought she was going to pull mine away, but she held it there. Through her shirt I could feel her nipple start to rise under my fingers. I had never known girls’ nipples could do such a thing. 
 
   “Why are you so interested in them, anyway?” she whispered quizzically. “They’re just boobs. They don’t do anything.”
 
   “I guess,” I said breathlessly, “you have to be a guy.”
 
   “I hear that in Africa girls walk around with no tops on at all.”
 
   “Maybe I should move to Africa.”
 
   She giggled. “Maybe you should!” 
 
   I groaned then, and ejaculated. It was the biggest ejaculation of my life. Her eyes widened, watching.
 
   She didn’t say anything for a long moment.
 
   Finally: “Are you okay?”
 
   I laughed shakily. “I’m okay.”
 
   “Wow,” she said, surprise in her voice. “You made a mess.” She peered toward the grass before us. “It’s so weird. That stuff makes babies.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    “I just hope nobody notices when we go back.”
 
   “Notices what?”
 
   “About us.”
 
   I knew what she meant. It felt as if what we’d been doing would be written all over our faces. We sat together for a while in the darkness, just holding hands. I slowly caught my breath. 
 
   Finally I pulled myself together again and we made it back home, grinning what I was sure were shit-eating grins, but there were Mr. and Mrs. O’Shea, there was Alice, there was Dad sucking at what was left in a green beer bottle he held in his hand.
 
   “Did you have a nice walk?” Mrs. O’Shea asked pleasantly. “Ready for lemonade, kids?”
 
   2
 
   What I’ve described strikes me now, reflecting on it all these years later, as utterly innocent. Early-adolescent fumblings was all it was; touching, kissing, figuring out how your own and someone’s else’s body worked. And despite my somewhat telescoped history here, it certainly wasn’t all about budding sex between us. Our hormones may have been rushing like the mightiest of rushing rivers, but a twelve-year-old boy can be satisfied sexually quite easily; there was no need for us to move forward especially quickly. Over the summer we became increasingly clever at finding places where we could be alone together, and we took small steps. I can remember quite vividly the first time she touched my erection, running her index finger along it for a brief moment. (“Feels like rubber,” she said. “Hard rubber.”) And I can remember the first time she allowed me to pull up her shirt and actually touch and kiss those breasts of hers which she thought so profoundly uninteresting. 
 
   Could there ever be anything better than hovering on the edge of thirteen, with June underway and a sweet little girlfriend to spend the long hot days with? 
 
   If so, I’ve never found it.
 
   Summer waned; high school arrived. We were a public couple now, officially an item—“George and Mary” were the talk of the freshman class. In my work as a teacher I’ve sometimes seen young couples that have reminded me of how we were then: they seem to be aware of no universe outside each other. They’re never seen apart, except in such brief periods as their class schedules might require (and they go to great lengths to coordinate their class schedules, too). They finish each others’ sentences, like old married people. It’s the kind of bond that can only come from long periods spent exclusively together, in some kind of total sympathy with each other. It’s not about sex, at least not necessarily, not entirely: some of the most intense couples I’ve seen in school were, I’m positive, not sexually active—or at least, like Sherry and me, not fully so.
 
   It may sound like the pleasant gloss of a quarter-century’s memory, but I actually think Sherry and I made one of the healthiest couples of this type I’ve ever known. We were certainly wrapped up in each other throughout high school, yet we did other things, too. Sherry ran on the track team all four years, partly because she enjoyed it, partly in a struggle to control her weight, about which she was growing ever more self-conscious (somewhat erroneously, really: I once overheard a boy in class describe her, quite accurately, as “cute—kind of chubby-cute—but cute”).  
 
   I, meanwhile, was writing—mostly stories, and mostly the kinds of stories I most liked to read: fantasies, supernatural tales. I’d discovered Rod Serling, Richard Matheson, Charles Beaumont, the entire Twilight Zone crew, and could spend endless hours reading or watching their tales and trying to write stories like theirs. Sherry and I no longer collaborated on jokey ghost stories; we’d grown beyond that, and anyway, it became apparent that writing was a genuine passion of mine, as it wasn’t with her. Sherry became my first (often only) audience, but I didn’t share a lot of what I wrote with her: just the very best stories. Something in me couldn’t allow her to see my ill-conceived or fragmentary efforts. I could show her only the finest. 
 
   My personality, then, showed itself early. Sherry’s didn’t. She bounced from interest to interest—singing (she was in Choir for a year), drama (she played one of the Witches in our school’s production of Macbeth), swimming, horseback riding, crochet, gourmet cooking...it was a long list. Yet I was always delighted to go to one of her concerts, even if hers was only one of some thirty voices; to see her in a play or a track meet, or to serve as the guinea pig for one of her attempts at French cuisine. It was all wonderful to me. These interests, however, largely separate, also kept us from being too unhealthily involved with each other every minute of every day, which helped keep her parents from being too worried about the relationship.
 
   Though they were a little concerned, Sherry told me. So was Alice, always my mother-surrogate. “Ben,” she said once, “you know I like Sherry—Sherry’s a really nice kid—but don’t you think...well, that you should see some other girls now and then?”
 
   “I’m not interested in other girls,” I said.
 
   Alice smiled and touched my shoulder. “You’re very gallant,” she said.
 
   Our relationship was not, of course, all peace and light—we were adolescents, after all. There was the occasional fiery argument, the misunderstanding, the hurt feeling, the day or two of silence between us. There were my own issues with Dad: too often I was worked up, frazzled, by his latest shouting tirade against the goddamn Jews, goddamn niggers, goddamn etc. Sherry wasn’t present for these explosions (they never occurred when anyone outside the family was there), though she did tell me once or twice that she’d been able to hear his voice at home through her open window—and she heard him call me “Shithead,” too. At such times she was gentle with me. Her own home life was, as far as I could see, quietly uneventful; she got along well enough with both her parents, though she didn’t seem too attached to either one. In the absence of her own personal drama, she became a support system, a lifeline, to help me survive mine.
 
   Sexually we moved along slowly, which is no doubt the best way. We were sophomores before she would open her pants enough to allow me to slip my hand in, in and down, then up, to feel what a girl was like inside—and to notice, rather to my amazement, that her pubic hair was exactly the same bright neon orange as the hair on her head. It was the first year for oral sex, too—my being on the receiving end, that is. (The other way didn’t happen until senior year.) I’m sure I was frustrated at times, I’m sure I pressured her occasionally, but in memory it all seems to have been a pleasant, slow march together, taking each other at our own pace. Certainly I’ll never forget one afternoon, alone in my bedroom together, the house deserted, her pants open, my fingers deep up inside her, when I realized that she’d closed her eyes and begun breathing fast, making little moaning sounds. Instinctively I moved my fingers faster. A few seconds later she inhaled suddenly and let out a small shriek. 
 
   “Oh my God, Ben,” she said breathlessly, after a long time, looking at me with an amazed, even stupefied expression.
 
   What wasn’t perfect was the rest of the world. Dad had decided that Shithead needed to leave his house immediately after graduation. “You’ve never worked a day in your goddamn life,” he declared, throwing back another bottle of beer, “and it’s goddamn time you started.” Alice (who was under no similar requirement; she was welcome to stay as long as she wanted, apparently) tried to go to bat for me, suggesting that I spend the next year at community college, as she’d done, or get a full-time job and save to get an apartment. My father would have none of it. “I was on my own at fifteen fucking years old,” he proclaimed. “I’m tired of this bullshit in my house.”
 
   The “bullshit” to which he referred is no clearer to me today than it was then. I was a kid who worked hard in school, came home on time, didn’t get in trouble for drinking or drugs the way many of my classmates did (though Sherry and I did filch cigarettes from her mother when we were sophomores, beginning a smoking habit which for me would prove lifelong). My grades were excellent—both Sherry and I finished in the top ten of the senior class—but my father radiated resentment toward me, resentment and disgust for me and, I increasingly have come to believe, Sherry’s and my relationship. But who knows? Maybe it was no more than the fact that I’d been growing my hair out since my junior year, hair that would eventually reach to my shoulders. It could have been anything, with Dad. Or nothing.
 
   In any event, during senior year I did get a job as a busboy at a nearby restaurant, and pinched the proverbial pennies. I had no idea where I would go or what I would do—I was seventeen and had no experience of the world. What little I’d seen had been on those family vacations, now many years back, when Dad took Alice and I to Shasta Lake or Reno. Dad bought me a second-hand car my senior year—it was my graduation present, delivered early—“and one year’s worth of insurance. After that you’re on your own.” He spat it out vehemently. Sherry and I looked into possible schools, scholarships. We were determined to stay together, whether that meant remaining in the area or leaving. Sherry’s parents weren’t particularly pleased about that—they did tell her they thought it was time she went away, saw other people—but how much bitching can any parents do when their daughter is seemingly healthy, happy, and productive? And realistically they couldn’t complain about me or my behavior toward their daughter. I was an ideal boyfriend—respectful, helpful (I remember painting the exterior of the O’Sheas’ entire house a sunny yellow one summer), responsible. But I suppose from their point of view there was just so much of me.
 
   Well, Sherry and I took a trip during the Spring Break of our senior year, winding our way in my little brown Ford Capri (she dubbed it the “Turdmobile”) around some of the major areas south of us on Highway 5, Highway 1, Highway 101—we just wandered, really, for nearly a week, with the ostensible notion of checking out colleges. We ate at truck stops and McDonalds and stayed at KOA campsites using her family’s camping equipment.  It was marvelous, and in fact it was at one of those campsites outside San Luis Obispo, in her tent, on a lovely spring night with our little transistor radio quietly playing Top 40 songs, that Sherry finally surrendered to me whatever tattered remnants of her virtue that we’d still somehow left intact. Although “surrendered” is hardly the word—she was the instigator, in her gentle way, not I. We were very active that night, and for many, many nights thereafter; mornings, too. I could hardly believe what it felt like to be inside a girl; it rendered everything else we’d done together sexually for the past four years instantly obsolete, at least for a while. We proved to be as compatible in this arena as we were in every other way. We would do it for hours, taking breaks occasionally for water or short naps, then diving right in again. Bodies (and brains) that age are all but insatiable, anyway. And it was then, in those early slow lovemaking sessions, that I decided that there would never be any girl in the world but Sherry O’Shea for me. We’d crossed the final threshold triumphantly. We were soulmates. We were each other’s, forever.
 
   Nor did we suffer any disagreement about our future plans—because when we hit Southern California, we knew that we’d found what we were looking for. I remember driving for hours south on Highway 101, the ocean on our right, green mountains on our left, salty-sweet sea breezes flowing through the open windows of the car, the Eagles or ELO on the radio, Sherry’s damp palm loosely in mine, feeling that there was nowhere better than this, here, now, with this girl. The endless white beaches, the bodies tanning and splashing—it was warm enough for that—the little hot dog stands and boardwalk shops, the deep bright happy sun. We frolicked on those beaches, bought cheap plastic flip-flops and sunglasses, splashed each other in the surf.  What’s more, the first town where we stopped, Santa Barbara, had a two-year community college directly overlooking a vast, almost ridiculously beautiful beach. It took us only half a day of wandering the campus and a bit of the downtown to decide.
 
   “This is it,” Sherry exclaimed, grinning and stretching her arms to the sun. “Ben, this is it!”
 
   “It is. Oh my God, it really is!” I looked at her through our sunglasses. We were standing on State Street, the Museum of Art towering majestically behind us, happy locals breezing past us in their sandals and shorts and sun-shirts. “Are you sure, though?”
 
   She cocked her head. “Sure about what?” 
 
   “This,” I said. “Me.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Ben?”
 
   I shrugged. “You could do a lot better than me. You could go off to a university. San Francisco State or somewhere. Your parents said they’ll pay for you. They’re not paying for you to hang out with me down here. You don’t have to go to a community college with me and scrape for money. It isn’t necessary.”
 
   After a moment she used her finger to push her sunglasses low on her face. She studied me with her sleepy blue eyes.
 
   “Benjamin,” she said with a little smile, “it’s me.” 
 
   And she grabbed my hand, marching us happily up the street.
 
   With that, we became Santa Barbara’s newest residents. Not quite immediately—first came the small matter of finishing our high school careers—but those final months, classes and working at the restaurant, phoning south about apartments, filling out registration materials for college—are a smear of nothingness in my memory. Dad laid off me—I don’t think I was called “Shithead” more than once or twice in those last weeks—and Alice complained, perhaps sincerely, about how much she would miss me.
 
   But I really remember little about this period. My recollection picks up when Sherry and I see the road signs for Santa Barbara coming into view as the Turdmobile rolls down Highway 101, U-Haul trailer in tow. I remember pulling up to the apartment building, stepping out, stunned once more at the rich salt air, the ocean, the tall palm trees everywhere (palm trees!), the pale blue sky. My God, I loved this city. I still do, in memory, though I haven’t been there in over fifteen years and doubt I’ll ever return.
 
   Our building was on a little hill, a long walk or short drive from downtown. We had two bedrooms, a kitchen, a tiny bathroom, and a magnificent third-floor view of the town and the sea beyond from our living room window. The building was surrounded by lush greenery. It was so much better than any place a couple of community college students had any right to expect that it almost literally took my breath away. “(What can I tell you?” said our landlord, the obese and eupeptic Mr. Bogg. “You got nice faces.”)
 
   We commenced quickly to get to know the city, mostly on foot, which is how to get to know any city. Sherry would grab my hand, a habitual gesture of hers, and lead us on a wander up and down State Street, visiting the Art Museum and the library and the various restaurants and bookstores—Earthling Books was a great favorite of ours, with its quaint enclosed fireplace in the middle of the floor and benches all around it. We visited the County Courthouse on Anacapa Street, a lovely old Spanish-style building—most of the architecture in Santa Barbara is Spanish, adobe walls, arched doorway, red-tiled roofs—and investigated its hushed corridors, its old-style intricate tile work and big murals depicting California’s history and industries, finally taking the elevator to the El Mirador clock tower, leaning over the railings together some eighty-five feet from the ground and taking in the breathtaking, panoramic views of the city. We toured the beautiful Old Mission and the Natural History Museum. We went for drives in the glorious, winding foothills, where the celebrities reside.
 
   But we were serious, too. We dutifully registered for classes and dutifully obtained, with pleasant ease, jobs, such as they were: I managed a great step up in my professional career when I became an honest-to-God waiter at a café on Anapamu Street, only a fifteen-minute walk from the apartment. Sherry did even better, landing a position as clerk at one of the used bookstores off State Street. We worked only three blocks from each other, and, since I generally had the breakfast and lunch shifts, our hours were often similar. I would stop by the bookstore when I was off work and paw through the thousands of old paperbacks, all of them temptingly available at Sherry’s employee discount price, or she would visit me when she finished, allowing me to serve her a little meal at the café while the owner, a big gregarious woman named Mrs. Wade, teased us with questions about when I would make an honest woman of her.
 
   Classes were, for the most part, easy—easy for both of us. We studied, we worked, we read books; I wrote stories on my yellow pads, later revising them on my little Olympia typewriter. I grew my hair out nearly to my shoulders. (Mrs. Wade didn’t mind; she teased that it made me prettier than any girl.) We made love most nights, long into the night. In my memory every day was clear and beautiful, every night cool and star-sparkling, and really, that’s probably not far from the truth. 
 
   It’s true that we had very little money. The rent was tough to make each month, and at least a couple of times we found ourselves literally searching through what little furniture we had for spare quarters. Sometimes we would sell off some of our old books or records to raise a few dollars. But somehow we were never put out on the street, didn’t starve, and even managed some entertainment now and then. It was the kind of life that, at least for a while, is easy when you’re eighteen or nineteen and in love.
 
   But the never-ending scrabbling for cash did begin to wear us down—Sherry particularly. Once, in bed, the night breeze wafting through our gossamer bedroom curtain, she surprised me by saying, “Ben, maybe I should talk to my parents. We’re both doing well in school. Maybe they’d be willing to help us out.”
 
   “We’re doing all right, though,” I said, “aren’t we?”
 
   She sighed, nestling her face against my chest. “I guess,” she said.
 
   But we weren’t. Soon enough—six or seven months after arriving in town—we’d run out of books and records to sell; the last thing we got rid of for money was our TV, which we sold to the neighbor next door; in the evenings we could hear it playing softly through the wall. The telephone service was disconnected, then turned on again when I took a second job, a few hours a week in the college’s cafeteria. It helped, but not much. 
 
   Alice came to visit one late-summer day. I remember her standing in the doorway of the apartment—it’s difficult for me to imagine that she was all of twenty-six then—and saying, “Ben, Sherry, what a nice—little—place.” And then, quietly, when Sherry was out of the room: “Ben, do you need me to loan you some money?”
 
   “Why? No. We’re okay.”
 
   “Okay? You don’t have any furniture. And this rug...” She looked distastefully at it.
 
   “It’s just that we don’t have a vacuum.”
 
   “Are you eating? The both of you?”
 
   “We’re eating. I work in a restaurant and a cafeteria, Sis.”
 
   “Sherry works in a bookstore. Does she eat the books?”
 
   “No,” I said sourly. “I bring home scraps off people’s tables in a doggie bag for her.”
 
   “Ben, come on. I’m just saying.”
 
   “We’re okay, Sis.”
 
   “All right, all right,” she said, wandering to the living room window and looking out. “Just remember that we can help you if you need it. My goodness,” she exclaimed, “at least you have a wonderful view. You know, this is a big place. Have you ever considered getting a roommate?”
 
   We’d considered it, but always rejected the suggestion. This place was always so much our little love nest that it was impossible to imagine other people here. Anyway, the spare bedroom was my study; I had my typewriter and writing chair set up there, along with a portable radio and whatever books we still had (mostly those so tattered that no used bookstore would take them). 
 
   But it became apparent that we had to do something, particularly when Sherry began to grow depressed and listless. 
 
   “It’s not,” she said one night, “like I thought it would be, Ben.”
 
   “Maybe I can find a better job.”
 
   “It’s not that. Well, it’s partly that.”
 
   “We just need more money, that’s all. And it’s hard. Full-time in school, full-time jobs...plus my part-time one. There aren’t enough hours in the day.”
 
   “We have to change things somehow. I can’t go on like this. It’s too hard.”
 
   I held her. She cried softly for a while. But then we made love, and that calmed both of us down again for a time. But even that wasn’t quite what it had been six months before. We were becoming used to each other. I’ll confess that at school I’d begun to notice some of the other girls in my courses, lovely tight-bodied things that would come to classes straight from the beach, a light summer blouse tossed over their bikini tops and the shortest of short-shorts over their bottoms. These girls were nearly bronze from all their time worshipping the sun. Their little tanned feet still had sand between the toes, sand that would sift down onto their flip-flops and drop onto the classroom floor in minute quantities as I watched idly. They had names like Linda and Joanie and Veronica. As I tried to listen to Mr. Surwillo talking about Biology or Ms. Powers discussing Cultural Anthropology I found my eyes and brain wandering constantly to these girls, my erection pressing against my shorts and my mind in bed with each of them in turn, or sometimes with two or three of them together. It was only with Ms. Gage, in my Great Women Novelists course, that I managed to consistently focus. I loved reading Jane Austen and George Eliot and Virginia Woolf, and I loved talking about them. It helped that the California beach bunny ratio in that particular class was, for some reason, abnormally low.
 
   We finally agreed, Sherry and I, to clear the study, put the things in our bedroom, and get a roommate. We discovered a roommate-locating service on Castillo Street and put in a listing. To our surprise, the phone was ringing by the time we got home. We made an appointment with a guy who said that he and his girlfriend needed a place to stay immediately, could they come right over? I said yes.
 
   “I don’t know, Ben,” Sherry said. “Strangers in our house? This is our house. And there’s only one bathroom.”
 
   “We’ve been through this,” I said, touching her. “If we can stand it for a few months, maybe we can get ahead a little financially. Get out from under this—this stone.”
 
   “I guess you’re right,” she said glumly, turning away, not looking at me.
 
   The doorbell sounded; I went to the door and opened it.
 
   Before me stood a tall guy, even taller than me, and I’m six-two. He was well-groomed, wearing a white sports jacket and sunglasses. He whipped off the glasses and looked at me with strikingly bright and piercing gray eyes. He appeared to be maybe two or three years older than Sherry and me.
 
   “Peter,” he said. “Peter Welch.” He held out his hand. “I called?”
 
   “Right,” I said. His handshake turned out to be a bone-cruncher. “Nice to meet you, Peter. C’mon in.”
 
   “Babe?” He turned, and as he did so I realized there was someone standing behind him. The girlfriend he’d mentioned, obviously. She was very small, hardly five feet. She wore blue jeans torn at the knees and a very old black T-shirt with some faded and broken words on it: The Flesheaters. Her face was small, pale, and pinched-looking. There were what appeared to be fishhooks in her eyebrows along with a plethora of silver rings in her earlobes. She had dry little pimples on her forehead; her black hair, short, straight, was disheveled and greasy; she wore odd, heavy blue makeup under her eyebrows. Her eyes, also dark, darted around impatiently, landing finally on me. She moved forward, not smiling. 
 
   “What’s up?” she said, her attention instantly slipping away from me and onto the apartment. She was through the door, past both Sherry and me, before she bothered to say: “I’m Rachel.”
 
   3
 
   Sherry and I both liked Peter immediately; he was polite, smart, articulate, and tidy, a young man who said he was studying at UCSB. He’d come from Texas, though his voice didn’t reflect any audible twang—“That’s what everybody thinks,” he said, putting his feet up on the milk crate we were using as a coffee table and sipping his coffee. “They expect to hear me tawk like I’s a shit-kickah.” He smiled. “People from Dallas don’t talk like shit-kickers. Actually I’ve never kicked any shit in my life.”
 
   “I kick his shit for him,” Rachel interpolated, lying on her back on the floor. “His shit needs kicking sometimes.”
 
   As much as Sherry and I instantly liked Peter, we disliked Rachel almost as quickly—and nearly as intensely. It was a mystery to me why these two people were together. Peter, twenty-one at the time, had the look of the CPA he said he was studying to be: clean-cut, clear-eyed, given to slacks and dress shirts and an impressive monogrammed briefcase which he carried, with no evident self-consciousness, everywhere. When they moved in later that day, the first thing that Peter hauled into their bedroom—with my help—was a filing cabinet, the drawers of which were filled with every document in the world—old report cards, syllabi for courses he’d taken, letters, legal documents and who knows what else, all impeccably arranged according to some organizational system he tried to explain to me but which left me, though admiring, befuddled. He also had a great deal of stereo and video equipment—high-end electronics for the time, including a fancy reel-to-reel tape recorder, turntable, television, and the first actual home video camera I’d ever seen—a big bulky thing that somehow connected up to one of his several VCRs through a baffling network of cords. 
 
   Rachel Blackburn could not have been more different if one had gone to a movie studio and asked Central Casting to find Peter’s complete antipode. She was sullen, inarticulate, dismissive—never, perhaps, completely rude, but seemingly oblivious of her impact on others. Her habits became apparent soon enough. She smoked everywhere—in the kitchen, in the bathroom (encouraging my own habit; Sherry had already mostly stopped, and Peter didn’t smoke at all). Her conversational responses were often little more than grunts. She casually took Sherry’s and my food from the refrigerator; not, I’m convinced, in deliberate acts of theft, but because she was genuinely oblivious as to how the food got there. I don’t think I saw her smile once in her first month living with us.
 
   What she did do, mostly, was write songs. Or at least song lyrics. “Rachel and I have got a group together,” Peter explained on that first day, when we met. “That’s why we have all this audio and video equipment, for recording demos and videotaping performances. We rehearse in a warehouse down in Goleta.” 
 
   “But Peter,” Sherry said, “you guys don’t have any instruments. And I can’t see you in a rock band.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not in the band,” he smiled. “I’m their manager. I’m working on getting them some gigs here in S.B. And Rachel doesn’t play an instrument.”
 
   “What do you do, Rachel?” I asked. “In the band, I mean.”
 
   “I sing,” she muttered. “Supposedly.”
 
   “She does,” Peter said. “She’s good, too. And she writes the lyrics.”
 
   “What’s the band called?” I asked.
 
   Rachel snorted and rolled over onto her stomach, burping and bending her legs so that her bare feet stuck up into the air. I could see little tattoos on the tops of each of them: matching red roses with thorn-covered green stems dripping blood. She lit a cigarette. “We’re still fighting about that,” she explained.
 
   “Not fighting, honey,” Peter said. 
 
   “I think the name should be Thrill Kill,” Rachel said. “Peter doesn’t like that.”
 
   Peter seemed to consider it for a moment. “The band doesn’t like it. Being commercially minded, the other members seem to prefer the name The Raging Hormones. They think sex will sell over violence.”
 
   “I don’t care about selling,” Rachel said, blowing smoke. “Fuck that. I don’t want to be the Eagles or some shit like that.”
 
   “I like the Eagles,” Sherry said.
 
   “Another name I think is good is The Motherfuckers.”
 
   “Honey,” Peter said patiently, “with that name we wouldn’t be able to advertise.”
 
   “Shit,” she muttered, smoking.
 
   “What kind of music is it?” I asked.
 
   “Well, I’ll tell you what,” Peter said, smiling his affable smile. “We’ve got a rehearsal tonight. How would you like to come?”
 
   Well, Sherry and I had nothing else doing, so we ended up following Peter and Rachel’s blue van that night down through some side streets in Goleta until we arrived at a mostly empty area, a place of warehouses and closed-up old shops.
 
   “He’s great,” Sherry said. “I like him. I don’t think much of her, though.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” I said. “But I’m guessing he keeps her in line. At least she doesn’t have a bass with a Marshall amp or a twenty-piece drum set or something with her. I mean, I think they’ll be okay.”
 
   She looked at me dubiously. “I hope so, Ben,” she said.
 
   “Hey, maybe they’ll go on to be famous. We can ride her coattails to glory.”
 
   “Just make sure that’s all you ride of hers.”
 
   I glanced at her and burst out laughing. “Oh my God,” I said, “you’re going to be jealous? Of her? That little stringy thing with the fishhooks in her face? And the hairy armpits?”
 
   “She’s a girl, isn’t she?”
 
   “Approximately.”
 
   “I see you looking at all the beach bunnies at school.” She was smiling, but there was an edge to her voice.
 
   “Well, you can’t blame a guy for looking.” 
 
   “I guess.” We rode in silence for a moment. “Ben,” she said finally, “do you think I’m pretty?”
 
   We came to a stoplight. I looked over at her. “What?”
 
   “Pretty. Do you think I am?”
 
   “Of course I think you’re pretty.”
 
   She shrugged. “You don’t say it much anymore.”
 
   I took her hand, leaned in to give her a quick kiss. “I’m sorry. School, work, trying to write something in my spare moments. It’s just time. You’re pretty. You’re beautiful.”
 
   She smiled a little. “Okay.”
 
   And I did think that she was pretty—I always had. But I also noticed that she had begun putting on some weight since we’d arrived in Santa Barbara. Her formerly strict running regimen had collapsed, and now I often found her sitting on the sofa with a pastry or donut in her hand. Her hair was as stunning as ever—very long now, cascading waves past her shoulders—but she took less time with it. She took less time with her appearance generally, in fact. 
 
   Finally the van ahead of us pulled into a tiny parking lot next to a building I would have assumed was empty; there were no signs of light or life coming from it. Actually, it quickly became apparent that people were there—when we got out of the car the sound of electric guitars being strummed in warm up and drum rolls and kicks being tossed out tentatively all but overwhelmed us. Stepping closer to the building, I realized that the reason we didn’t see any light from the windows was simply because they were so incredibly dirty. 
 
   The talent possessed by The Raging Hormones—or Thrill Kill, or The Motherfuckers, whatever they were called—wasn’t immediately apparent to me. There were four of them, including Rachel—guitar, bass, drums, three guys around twenty or twenty-one, each of them shaved bald or nearly so, all with lots of piercings everywhere. We were introduced to everyone and Rachel took her place before a microphone. There was some arguing about what they were going to play while they all knocked back bottle after bottle of Heineken. Peter was the go-between, and they clearly respected him. After a few minutes of shouting, they settled down and kicked into a song.
 
   I wasn’t a fan of punk music; neither was Sherry. I was nineteen, yet, absurdly, punk made me feel old and out of it. I’d tried to listen to the Sex Pistols and a few of the L.A.-based bands of the time, but it all sounded like painful, speed-influenced thrashing to me. The songs were short, brutal, unmelodic. Few guitarists seemed to know more than three or four chords. It really just all seemed amateurish. Rachel and Peter’s band was no different, though they weren’t any worse than the rest of them—to my ears, at least. The drummer played loud and fast, the bass player banged away, the guitarist slammed his hands violently over the strings.
 
   And Rachel Blackburn? If she possessed any stage presence or charisma, even any talent, it was invisible to me. I couldn’t make out the lyrics, other than the occasional “fuck” and “shit.” She stood at the microphone with her eyes closed, all but motionless, clutching it hard, and, as far as I was concerned, doing nothing but screaming. Occasionally the screaming stopped, along with the rest of the band. That appeared to indicate the end of the song.
 
   “Not exactly the Eagles,” I whispered to Sherry during one such break.
 
   “Not exactly anybody,” she agreed. “They’re awful.”
 
   But now I wonder if they really were. Later years familiarized me with high-end punk bands like X and The Clash; if I’d known of them then, I might have been able to see and hear this group with a better understanding. They were energetic, anyway. After a few songs the group seemed to loosen up. The guitarist’s hands flew; Rachel even opened her eyes and moved a little, jumping and swaying around her mike between bouts of screaming.
 
   “Rachel and I met in S.B.,” Peter said to us during a break as we kicked back Heinekens—illegally for most of us, since we were underaged. I had no doubt Peter supplied the alcohol. “I’d come out from Dallas a few weeks before. Met at a party for some kids we both knew. Mutual friends.” He smiled. “You should have seen this band six months ago. They were going nowhere. They had a different drummer then—I told them they needed to fire that guy, and they did. Back then Rachel barely whispered into the microphone. I taught her how to scream like that.” He swallowed some beer. “I think we’re going to be big. I really do. Punk is just coming on now. Our sound is really coming together. And Rachel’s lyrics—well, you heard them.” I nodded, though neither Sherry nor I had understood a word. “Abuse, rape, civil rights—did you listen to ‘The Nightmare Engines’? The Holocaust. In a punk song.” He nodded. A little more practice, a few more gigs at parties and stuff like that, and I’m taking them down to L.A. We’ll audition at some clubs.”
 
   “Good luck,” I said. “I hope it works out.”
 
   “How can it miss?” he asked earnestly. “I mean, did you hear them?”
 
   “Sure,” I said. “I’m not a good judge, though. I’ve never been into punk. But they sound pretty good.”
 
   “They’re more than that.” He nodded toward Rachel, who was conferring with the bassist about something. “They’re going to be big. Rachel’s going to be huge.”
 
   That was the first inkling I had that, for all Peter’s smiling charm, his judgment wasn’t all it might be. I couldn’t see little pinched-face, needs-a-bath Rachel Blackburn as a star—but then again, I reasoned, what did I know about it? We stayed for a while longer, then headed home. 
 
   We’d been in bed for hours when we heard the two of them unlocking the door and coming into the main room. Sherry was awake too, next to me. 
 
   “It’s weird,” she whispered, “having people in the house. In our house.”
 
   “They paid their first and last month,” I said. “Things are sure a lot easier with our rent cut in half like this.”
 
   “I know. But I miss having our own place. Just us.” She took my hand, held it tightly.
 
   “We’ll be on our feet again soon,” I said. “In a few months either they’ll move out or we’ll get another place. It’ll be okay. It’s just for a little while.”
 
   “Do you love me, Ben?”
 
   I looked at her in the darkness. “Sherry, why are you suddenly so insecure? What is all this?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “I just feel like—like I’m going to lose you.”
 
   “Lose me? Why?”
 
   “There’s too many pretty girls in this town,” she said. “Maybe we should go home.”
 
   “To Stone’s End? Are you kidding? What would we do there?”
 
   She sighed. “I just want things to be like they were.”
 
   “Aren’t they?”
 
   In a few minutes we heard sounds coming from the other bedroom. It didn’t take long to realize what they were, though it should have been obvious from the first moment. 
 
   “Oh my God,” Sherry said.
 
   We listened in the night to the sound of their bed rhythmically creaking, the sound of Rachel Blackburn’s guttural grunts and high moans. 
 
   Very suddenly I found myself with an erection. Sherry looked at me, a peculiar expression on her face. Then she turned and kissed me deeply, wildly, climbed on top of me, tickled my face with her hair, stroked me and slipped me inside her. She moaned then herself, gyrating passionately, not at all the very willing but quiet and submissive bed partner I was used to. 
 
   When we finished she dropped her head to my chest. I could feel tears on my skin.
 
   “Don’t leave me, Ben,” she said. “Please don’t leave me.”
 
   # # #
 
   Yet for all of Sherry’s insecurities, and all of Rachel’s obliviousness, we got along, at least for a while. We became a kind of foursome, considerably more than just roommates: soon enough we combined the shopping and the cooking, both couples contributing roughly equally (though for their part, Peter did most of the work; Rachel never shopped, and rarely did anything more to prepare food than chopping a few carrots while smoking incessantly). We managed the limited bathroom facilities well enough, especially in the mornings, when it quickly became apparent that each couple should be allotted a certain amount of time there together rather than apart, for efficiency’s sake. 
 
   Peter and I hung out together sometimes, drinking beer and talking about this and that. Even Sherry and Rachel went downtown together a couple of times, though those efforts didn’t last long on Sherry’s part. (“Does she have to be rude to everybody?” I remember Sherry asking me.) On nights that Peter and Rachel weren’t gone to rehearsals, and I wasn’t totally buried in schoolwork (and my burden had lifted a bit: the financial easing had allowed me to quit the cafeteria job at school), we sometimes just lazed around the apartment together, playing music, watching videos on a new cable channel called MTV—Peter had set up his television in the main room, along with a shiny new top-loading VCR. In this era video rental stores didn’t yet exist, but the Wherehouse record stores rented a few movies on tape, along with Fotomat. Two of us would be deputized to head down to some such place and pick up a couple of movies while the other two stayed and waited for our pizza to be delivered. 
 
   It was fun, really, and quite different from anything Sherry or I had expected. The difference came entirely from Peter—naturally gregarious, affable, and likeable, he was our team leader, our guiding spirit. He had a quality I later realized was admirable, and rare: he accepted people as they were, and was truly interested in them. “So tell me about your writing,” he might say to me, and what he was looking for was no two-sentence summary answer: he really wanted to know. He asked to read some, and I gave him two or three of my best stories; he returned them a day or two later with annotations covering them, all quite helpful and insightful, and we talked about my work for an hour or more. He was a wonderful audience, more directly and supportively critical than Sherry, who generally deferred to me and said it was all great. 
 
   He spent time with Sherry, too, and with the two of us together. Once in the living room Sherry said, “You guys are so directed. Ben’s got his writing. Peter, you’ve got your CPA stuff. Even Rachel’s got her singing. But I just don’t have—a direction, you know?”
 
   “Well,” Peter said, “what do you want to do?”
 
   “That’s just it,” she said glumly. “I don’t know. I like books. I like music. But I’m not talented. I can’t do those things. I just feel like—like I’m going to be stuck forever as a clerk somewhere.”
 
   “Oh, don’t be silly. You’ll figure things out. You’ll choose a major and that will give you some direction.”
 
   “Even that’s hard,” she said. “What do I major in? English? I don’t want to be an English teacher, but what else do you do with that degree? Business? I’m not like you, Peter. I don’t have a head for things like that.” She leaned against me on the sofa, and uncharacteristically took my cigarette from my hands, puffing on it quickly and then placing it back between my fingers. “You guys are together. I’m not.”
 
   “I’m not as together as you think,” Peter said. He was certainly correct about that, though just how correct I wouldn’t know for some time yet.
 
   “Still. You’ve got a sense of direction. I’m just—wandering in the fog.”
 
   “Why don’t you just live?” Peter said, leaning forward and looking at her intently. “I mean, who says you have to ‘do’ anything? You like that bookstore where you work, don’t you? You said you do.”
 
   “I do,” she admitted, playing with her hair. “But it’s not like I want to be a clerk in a bookstore my whole life.”
 
   “Who said your whole life?” Peter said urgently. “Why do people always think like that? Just because you’re doing it now doesn’t mean you’ll do it your whole life. You’re in college. You’re doing well. Things will fall into place for you.”
 
   She smiled at him. “You make it sound like they will.”
 
   He leaned back again. “You’re too smart to fail,” he said. “Just give yourself time. Jesus, what are you, nineteen, right? You’re a baby still.”
 
   She chuckled. “And you’re all of twenty-two.”
 
   “Hey,” he laughed, “at least I can buy beer.”
 
   “That’s true,” I said, “and God knows we’re grateful for it.”
 
   “Just another reflection of my Texas charm. So should we go get a movie for tonight?”
 
   “You go,” I said to Sherry. “I want to try to write for a little while beforehand.”
 
   “You’ll order the Chinese food, though,” Peter said, “right?”
 
   They left together, Peter and Sherry, leaving me alone to call out for the food. After I’d made the call I laid out on the sofa for a few minutes, yellow pad in hand, trying to move a story forward; but it seemed hopelessly stuck. I tried not to think about the fact that my latest opus had come back in the mail today with a rejection slip paper-clipped to it. I’d lost count of the rejections by now—at least twenty or thirty, I supposed. Occasionally an editor would scribble something encouraging on the bottom of one of these slips, but for the most part they were just impersonal rectangles of doom. It was damned depressing.
 
   The doorknob rattled once, then again. There was silence for a moment, then another rattle. Finally, as I knew it would, the doorbell rang. Rachel habitually forgot her keys, as she forgot so many other things. I stood and went to the door.
 
   “Thanks,” she mumbled, brushing past me. “Peter here?”
 
   “He went with Sherry to get a video. I’ve ordered Chinese.”
 
   She looked up at me. Her eyes were tinged red. Exhaustion? Drugs? I didn’t know. “Okay.”
 
   I went back to my yellow pad, but knew I would accomplish nothing with her nearby. I wasn’t very comfortable around Rachel Blackburn—no more than Sherry was, really. But I’d rarely been alone with her, since she was virtually always with Peter. I heard her shuffling around in their bedroom for several minutes. Then she came back out, wearing a different old black T-shirt than before. She made her way to the refrigerator, pulled out a beer, dropped into the armchair beside me.
 
   “How are you?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged. “Cops haven’t caught up with me yet.”
 
   I smiled slightly. We sat in silence for a few minutes. 
 
   Finally she said, “What are you writing?”
 
   “A story.”
 
   “Any of them get published yet?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That sucks,” she said, swallowing beer. She brought out her cigarettes then. “Want one?”
 
   “Sure.” We lit up. She smoked Camels, just like me. We sat there puffing. “How about you? Your writing, I mean. Still writing songs?”
 
   She looked at me. “You know what? I’m kind of losing interest in writing songs, to be honest.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I dunno. It was Peter’s idea. The whole band thing. It’s all right. But there’s not that much you can do in a song. I mean, lyrically. I like writing poems better.”
 
   “You write poems? I didn’t know that.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s because you think I’m just some stupid punky girl. I read books too, you know.”
 
   “Rachel, I never said—”
 
   “Well, I do.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I read about dark stuff. But not, like, stupid shit. I don’t read about witchcraft or the Bermuda Triangle or shit like that.” She ran her hand through her hair which was, as always, greasy and every which way. I wondered why she didn’t take better care of herself. “I read about, like, the American Indians. Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee. I read that. That was some fucked-up shit. And what we did in Vietnam. I’ve read about that, too. I read a book about the My Lai thing.”
 
   “Wow.” I was genuinely impressed.
 
   “The Holocaust. I read a lot about that. I read a history of Auschwitz. I read Night. Hardcore shit.”
 
   “Do you ever read anything—well, lighter?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t read much lately,” she said. “With the band and all. I don’t have time.”
 
   “You write poems, though? Real poems, I mean? Not song lyrics?” 
 
   “I write real poems,” she said. “All the time.”
 
   “I’d like to see some.”
 
   She eyed me suspiciously. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really.”
 
   “You might think they’re shit.”
 
   “I’m sure I won’t.” Actually I wasn’t so sure; but I was curious about this new aspect of my sullen roommate’s personality. I figured they would be teenage girl stuff, heavy on the angst, lots of why-does-nobody-understand-me. But I could make some encouraging remarks, I figured, and maybe our both being writers—or “writers”?—could forge some sort of connection between us. 
 
   On the milk crate that we used as a coffee table was a black spiral-bound notebook of Rachel’s where she kept her handwritten song lyrics. It was covered with stickers that had the names of punk bands on them—Black Flag, DOA, Minutemen—and different-colored papers stuck out of it haphazardly, at odd angles.  She took up the notebook and flipped through some of its contents. She brought out two sheets of paper, both with her wildly scrawled writing on them, and seemed to consider which to give to me. Finally she held one out.
 
   “Here,” she said. “Read this one. I think it’s pretty good.”
 
   The penmanship and smudges and crossings-out made it a little hard to decipher, but I was able to make it out well enough. This is what I read:
 
    
 
   “Shadows”
 
   by Rachel Lynn Blackburn
 
    
 
   Last night I dreamed of Anne Frank
 
   again. She stood in a white dress
 
   at the end of a tunnel black
 
   like a sewer. Are you there?
 
   she called in perfect,
 
   faintly British English,
 
   her voice reverberating back
 
   onto itself. I do hope
 
   you’re there, because I’m alone
 
   here and I’m very hungry.
 
   I watched her scrape black fog
 
   from the cylindrical wall
 
   and put it in her mouth, saying,
 
   You see, I eat shadows here.
 
   I checked my pockets, finding
 
   only handfuls of shadow. They spilled
 
   from my coat, washed down
 
   the tunnel, ran over her bare feet.
 
   Oh no, she cried, I was so hoping
 
   you’d brought something else….
 
   And then I was not there.
 
   She ran toward where I
 
   had been, calling, Hello, did you bring
 
   chocolate? I love chocolate! And fruit,
 
   and almonds. She stopped then,
 
   looked around. Fell silent.
 
   After a while, her fingers
 
   reached to scrape
 
   me mechanically from the wall.
 
   And, without expression, she
 
   placed me slowly
 
   into her mouth.
 
    
 
   “You wrote this?” I said stupidly, looking up at her.
 
   “Yeah?” she said, suspicion edging her voice.
 
   “I...” I didn’t know what to say. I was flabbergasted. “Rachel, this—this is excellent. This is—wow. Really.” Poetry wasn’t my field, but I’d read The Paris Review and The American Poetry Review at the library and grown to love the work of people like Gary Snyder, Adrienne Rich, C.K. Williams. I was no expert, but I felt informed enough to know that this poem of hers had genuine quality.
 
   For the first time, I saw the traces of a smile cross her lips. “You mean it? You’re not bullshitting me? You can tell me if it’s crap.”
 
   “I’m—it’s not crap, Rachel. It’s definitely not crap. It’s—powerful. Anne Frank in—purgatory. It’s like you want to save her, or help her, but you can’t.”
 
   “That’s it. That was the idea.”
 
   “But at the end—it’s almost like—it’s almost sort of sexual, isn’t it?”
 
   “Sort of. Mostly it’s just that I can’t give her any more than she already has. Just...”
 
   “Shadows.”
 
   “Shadows.”
 
   I had the experience of suddenly seeing someone I thought I knew—knew slightly, at least—in an entirely different light. I also felt a twinge of simple, old-fashioned envy. Jesus Christ, she was good—better, I knew, than I was. I had no chance, not then at least, of writing anything with such direct, visceral power.
 
   “Rachel, you have to send this out. To a literary journal or a magazine or someplace. The New Yorker, maybe.”
 
   She took the paper back from me and studied it. “Maybe when I revise it.”
 
   “It doesn’t need to be revised. You just need to type it.”
 
   She smirked. “I can’t type.”
 
   “Well, Peter can. I’ll type it if you want me to.”
 
   She looked at me carefully, quizzically. “You really think it’s good?”
 
   “I really think it’s good.”
 
   “Maybe I’ve just read too many Holocaust books.”
 
   “You should read more, if they make you write like that. God. I’m really impressed, Rachel. Seriously.” I ground out my cigarette. “Will you let me read some more?”
 
   “Hm.” She looked at me skeptically, playing with a silver ring embedded in her eyebrow. “Yeah, I guess. Okay.” 
 
   But as she began sifting through her papers Sherry and Peter burst in again, laughing uproariously. Sherry had a videocassette in her hand. 
 
   “What’s so funny?” I wanted to know.
 
   “Peter’s been telling me stories about the women in Dallas,” Sherry said, dropping down next to me on the sofa and still giggling. “He says they have some—um, special techniques there.”
 
   “They’ve got this thing,” Peter said, “called the panhandle—”
 
   “Peter,” Sherry cried, “that’s not real! You made that up!”
 
   “Go to any brothel in Texas,” Peter said assuredly, dropping onto a chair, “and they’ll know what it is.”
 
   “It’s physically impossible!”
 
   Peter looked at me dolefully. “I would have thought,” he said, “that a manly man like yourself would have taught your girlfriend better.”
 
   We all laughed, though in truth, I never did learn what, in his context, a “panhandle” was. The subject quickly changed as the Chinese food arrived and as the videocassette was plugged into the machine—“The Blob,” Peter announced, “in honor of the late Steve McQueen.” 
 
   It was a fun night, the four of us together, but I had an odd feeling about it. As I sat with Sherry, my arm firmly around her after we were done with the food, the Blob merrily chasing Mr. McQueen and the other teenagers, I found myself, for the first time, wanting to talk with Rachel Blackburn. I felt no sexual attraction to her—she was average looking, if that, and I don’t know if I’ve communicated how poor her personal hygiene really was. Her underarm odor sometimes permeated the apartment. Her skin and hair made me want to dunk her in a sink full of hot, soapy water. Her fingernails were broken and chewed. Her clothes were dirty. Yet I was fascinated by the fact that she’d written the poem I’d just read. I didn’t know writers, then. I sometimes attended author readings—literary writers appeared at the Earthling Bookshop downtown, science fiction and horror people at Andromeda a few blocks away—but I knew no one. I didn’t take the creative writing classes in college. I knew I was talented—well, somewhat talented—but I felt very alone in my scribblings. The occasional scratched note from an editor did little to assuage a need I didn’t realize, until I read Rachel’s work, I’d even had: to talk to other writers, to be in their company. I’d dismissed Rachel from the beginning as a mere punk-rock screamer, but I’d been wrong. It fascinated me that I’d been wrong. As a result I was a little impatient with the movie, slightly annoyed at Peter’s running commentary about it; and for the first time I rather wished he and Sherry had been out somewhere. 
 
   It was a frightening realization. I’d never wanted Sherry O’Shea to be anywhere other than with me—well, mostly. There were times, studying the pretty beach girls sitting around me in class, that I imagined things that certainly wouldn’t have involved her. But that was straightforward sexual fantasy, nothing more. Every male human being on the planet, I knew, thought about the same kind of things. What I was feeling was more a desire to bond with Rachel as a fellow writer, an artist—someone who knew what it was to stare at a blank page and try to make something come alive on it. This was a level on which Sherry and I couldn’t communicate. It wasn’t that Rachel was female, I insisted to myself. It wasn’t that she was a girl who, because she lived here, was in close proximity—a closeness that I’d never shared with any other girl besides Sherry and my sister. Besides, I thought, Rachel Blackburn was no prize, really. But she wrote, wrote seriously, wrote powerfully. I was nineteen. I’d never known anybody else who did that.
 
   Thanks to Peter’s thoughtfully-supplied Heineken we were all half drunk by the end of the movie. That too was fun; that too was strange. Sherry and I weren’t heavy drinkers. I had the model of my father to consider, and the grim knowledge that children of alcoholics tend to either become alcoholics themselves or else teetotalers. I was wary of booze, but I did like beer. Yet I’d never really been drunk. Sherry and I used to sneak a Coors or Budweiser out of her parents’ refrigerator on occasion, sharing it furtively somewhere that we wouldn’t be discovered; we’d tried pot, too, a few times, purchased from the friendly neighborhood dealer at our high school. But these were childish experiments that led nowhere. Our image as two clean-living kids was, for the most part, perfectly accurate.
 
   I was aware, though, that since Peter and Rachel had arrived, our alcohol consumption had jumped considerably. On the night I’m describing I was shocked to see, when we stood to go to bed, Sherry actually stumble—she righted herself well enough, but I realized from her movements and an unfamiliar slow slur in her voice that she was well on her way to being downright intoxicated. I wondered how well I was doing. When I looked at the dozen or so empty green bottles on the milk crate and floor, and calculated how many of them I’d drained myself, I was thankful I didn’t have to drive us home. But I wasn’t overly happy to realize that I had to get up early to go to classes tomorrow.
 
   Sometime in the middle of the night I had to use the toilet, so I stood to step out to the bathroom. The apartment was dark and silent, so I didn’t bother to put on anything—the door to the bathroom was only three steps from our bedroom. Nude, I slipped in, closed the door behind me (I did have some sense of modesty), urinated in the dark, flushed, ran some water over my hands, and then opened the door again. 
 
   To my surprise, Rachel was standing there in a tattered nightshirt.
 
   A quick little smile crossed her lips, but she made no remark. Instead she simply held out a sheet of paper to me and murmured, “You can read this one.”
 
   I took the paper in my hand and she padded back to their room, shutting the door softly.
 
   I returned to our room, dropped down next to Sherry. I listened to her breathe in the darkness. The poem earlier, all the beer, my encounter with Rachel just now—all of it was combining to roil me inside. Unfamiliar sensations were washing through me. I wasn’t horny. Somehow, looking at Sherry’s soft form in the darkness, she felt far away from me. 
 
   Don’t leave me, I heard her saying again, in my mind. Please don’t leave me.
 
   4
 
   The next day was warm and cloudless. Classes done, I’d driven back home, picked up a paperback—it was Styron’s Lie Down in Darkness, I was on a Southern kick—and wandered into town, finally dropping down on the lawn in front of the historic courthouse, not far from its old Spanish-style entry arch.  The El Mirador clock tower loomed behind me, stately and majestic. A huge palm tree offered comfortable shade. I’d been sitting there for a few minutes, sprawled my stomach and reading, when I sensed someone standing behind me. 
 
   As I turned Rachel said, “Hey.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, shielding my eyes from the sun that was directly behind her. “Fancy meeting you here.”
 
   “I could say the same.” She sat cross-legged beside me. She was in her usual getup—jeans, torn black T-shirt, sandals—and had a white plastic shopping bag in her hands. “Where’s Sherry?”
 
   “She has a class. Peter?”
 
   “Class.”
 
   “What about you, though?” I asked. “Jeez, what is it, three-thirty? You’re not usually up at this hour.” She and Peter often stayed out late at rehearsals; Peter got up the next morning for school, but Rachel would sleep into the mid-afternoon.  I often came home at the end of a day of classes to find she wasn’t up yet.
 
   “Went to bed early last night,” she said. “I actually saw some of the morning, you know? I don’t do that much.”
 
   “No band rehearsal last night?”
 
   “Aw, fuck.” She reclined onto her back and stared up the sky. I studied the bloody rose-stem tattoos on her feet. “You know what? I think the band is fucked. Brad—that’s the bass player—quit. We haven’t been able to find a replacement. You don’t happen to play bass, do you?”
 
   I chuckled. “Sorry.”
 
   “You don’t look right anyway. We’re not a hippie band. But, shit. Now the drummer is talking about leaving. The whole thing is falling apart.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “I haven’t told Peter, but I think I’m giving it up. Like I told you, it was all his idea anyway. I was dating the guitar player, John, the guy in the band, who was a friend of Peter’s. Peter came in—you know how he is—and decided he was going to manage them. I don’t know, it seemed like a good idea. I was writing some lyrics for them. Sometimes I’d just play around at a microphone, you know? Sing a little? While they were playing? Peter decided that I should be in the band. I don’t know. I tried. I don’t think I’m very good. Peter says I am, but I think I suck.”
 
   “You don’t suck as a poet.”
 
   She sat up again and rustled cigarettes out of her bag, silently offering me one. She lit them both and handed one to me.
 
   “Did you read it?” she asked. “The one I gave you?”
 
   “I read it. It’s great.”
 
   “C’mon. You’re just being nice to the roommate.”
 
   “I almost remember it,” I said. “It opens like, ‘My mother came to see me one night’...”
 
   “ ‘Visited.’ ‘My mother visited me one night.’ I, um...I have it here.” She reached into the bag again and brought out her black writing notebook. She placed a copy of the poem on the grass between us. I was surprised at how vulnerable she looked just then: her eyes, generally hard as agates, had softened as she glanced tentatively at me, then at the poem again.
 
    
 
   “Perfume, and Silence”
 
   by Rachel Lynn Blackburn
 
    
 
   My mother visited me one night.
 
   She sat on my bed, like she used to
 
   when I was twelve, and touched
 
   my forehead with featherlike fingers.
 
   Why aren’t you home? she asked me,
 
   her voice hollow as wind.
 
   She had been dead seven years.
 
   But I had no words to answer,
 
   no words to ask how she had found 
 
   me here, in the Mojave, or where
 
   she thought “home” was. Her body
 
   was air. Even the odors of whiskey 
 
   and decay, present always on her,
 
   were only faint perfumes.
 
    
 
   It was the dry season, and still.
 
   Night birds passed my open window.
 
   I would not speak to the dead.
 
    
 
   So she faded then, after a while,
 
   slowly, to dim sparkles suspended
 
   in the dusty silence. She vanished.
 
   I didn’t forgive her.
 
    
 
   And outside, the moon turned black
 
   in the sky.
 
    
 
   “You wrote it...in the Mojave Desert?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. I lived there for a few months, in the middle of nowhere. After I left home. I ran out of money and had to stop. I bussed tables in a truck-stop place and lived out back of the restaurant, in this little shack that was really just a storage unit. That’s where I wrote it.”
 
   “Wow. Left home...from where? I don’t know where you’re from.”
 
   “North Dakota,” she said. “The High Plains. If you can believe it. I’m not sure I can.”
 
   “What brought you out here? To Santa Barbara?”
 
   She shrugged, took a drag on the cigarette. “I was on my way to Hollywood. Never quite got there.”
 
   “Well, it’s not that far down the road, you know.”
 
   “I know. Maybe I’ll go eventually. But I came here, I got a little job for a while—waitressing—met a few people. Pretty soon, like I say, I was dating John, the guitar player. Then Peter came into it.”
 
   “Were you planning to be a movie star?”
 
   “Ha! With my face? I’m not that dumb, Ben. No, I wanted to write. Write movies. I tried writing screenplays. Well, not really screenplays. More like little stories that could be turned into movies. I sent them to studios back when I was still at home. Most of the time nobody answered, but a couple of times I got nice letters. I thought maybe if I was there— ” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Stupid idea.”
 
   “If you’re as good at movies as you are at poetry, though...”
 
   “I’m not. My movie stories were weird. They didn’t have that ‘story arc’ they say that movie people want. They weren’t commercial.”
 
   “Still...”
 
   “Nah. I gave that up. I’ll stick to poetry.”
 
   I looked down at the paper on the grass. “So—your mother’s dead?”
 
   “Mm-hm. Both my parents, actually.”
 
   “Brothers? Sisters?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   I looked at her. “You’re alone in the world?”
 
   “Well, there are some aunts and uncles. I haven’t had any contact with them in a long time.”
 
   “And your mother was an alcoholic?”
 
   “Yeah. Doesn’t matter. She died a long time ago.”
 
   “What about your dad?”
 
   “Cancer. Almost two years ago, now. I’d just turned eighteen.”
 
   Her voice was flat, affectless, yet I found myself feeling sad for her. For just an instant she seemed to my eyes very young, very helpless: a lost child.
 
   “I didn’t get any money, in case you’re wondering,” she said, looking off toward the traffic on Anacapa Street. “Dad was in debt up to his eyeballs. Everything was sold. The house, the property. The whole farm.”
 
   “I have a hard time picturing you as a farm girl.”
 
   “I was, though. I didn’t dress like this, I can tell you. Dad would have tanned my hide. He was very old-fashioned.” She paused for a moment, then said: “He was a good guy, though. My dad.”
 
   “I’m sure he was. You seem to have come out all right.” I don’t know what made me say it; in many ways it was obvious she hadn’t come out all right. But she smiled then, a big smile, the first really full smile I’d ever seen on her: there was a gap between her two front teeth, I discovered, like the model Lauren Hutton. It gave her a cute, slightly goofy look.
 
   “Thanks!” she said. “To be honest, I didn’t think you liked me.”
 
   “Why would you say that?”
 
   “I don’t know. People don’t. It didn’t seem like you did. I know Sherry doesn’t like me.”
 
   “Sure she does.”
 
   “C’mon, Ben. She hates me.”
 
   “She doesn’t hate you. She just...Sherry’s—what’s the word? Conventional. She’s very conventional. We come from a small town too, you know. She—we haven’t seen too many girls like you.”
 
   We finished our cigarettes.
 
   “So you like the poem?” she asked.
 
   “I think it’s beautiful. I mean it. It’s—painful. Sad.”
 
   “I guess it is.”
 
   “I’m serious about you sending out your stuff. You should.”
 
   “Maybe sometime.” She put the poem back into the folder and closed it. “It’s not like those movies I tried to write when I was a kid. These are more—personal.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “So I’d have to think about it.”
 
   “Okay.” I pointed. “What else have you got in that bag?”
 
   “This?” She took it up and poured out its contents. There were several books, mostly Holocaust-related: Primo Levi, Elie Wiesel. 
 
   “Heavy stuff,” I said, flipping through them. “How do you afford to buy them?”
 
   She snickered. “What do you mean, ‘buy’?”
 
   “Ah!” I tossed Primo Levi onto the grass. “And so I learn your secret.”
 
   “Yeah, well. It’s pretty easy to shove a paperback into your pants. You should try it sometime. Go to the used store, the Book Den, on Anapamu. It’s easier to steal from a used store than a new one.”
 
   “You know, there is a public library in this town.” I pointed. “Right over there.”
 
   “Aw, you’re no fun. Live a little.”
 
   “I’m living. I don’t think I’m dead.”
 
   “You and Sherry need to loosen up. You’re too goody-goody.”
 
   “You called me a hippie a few minutes ago.”
 
   “Oh God, hippies are the ultimate goody-goodies!” She laughed and flopped to her side in the grass, looked at me for a moment, then reached out and took a lock of my hair in her hand. “Doesn’t it get in your eyes?” 
 
   “All the time.”
 
   “You should cut it,” she said, tossing it back at me. “You look like a refugee from 1968.”
 
   “Want me to tell you what you look like?”
 
   “Definitely not!”
 
   “Well, then.” I reached out and gently touched a silver hoop in her eyebrow. “Do these hurt?”
 
   “Only if you try to rip them out.”
 
   She rummaged in her pants pocket for a moment and brought out a small, crumpled envelope. She glanced into it, then looked at me. “Hey,” she said quietly, conspiratorially, “do you want to drop acid?”
 
   “Acid?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ve got two tabs here.”
 
   “Um...” I felt myself scowling. “I, um...”
 
   “Oh, come on. Don’t tell me you’ve never dropped acid before, hippie boy.”
 
   “Hippie boy has never dropped acid.”
 
   She smirked. “Shit.” From the envelope she brought out two small rectangles of what looked to be gray plastic. “It’s easy. You just chew it. Leave it in your mouth for a couple of minutes, chew it like gum. Then swallow it. It’s cool. Peter and I do it all the time.”
 
   I studied the little blocks, trying to conceal my surprise that we were talking about this so openly—quietly but openly—on the grass in a public place, with people passing by on the sidewalk. 
 
   “Where did you get it?” I asked.
 
   “From Peter. I don’t know where he gets this stuff. He can get anything. C’mon. They’re not real strong. They won’t fuck you up—well, not too much.”
 
   Today the idea of dropping something so powerful into my mouth, not knowing where it came from or exactly what it was, would simply be out of the question. (Known poisons—cigarettes, alcohol—are another matter.) But at nineteen one’s mind works differently. Mine did, anyway. I worried that Rachel would think I wasn’t cool. Why I cared about Rachel Blackburn’s opinion wasn’t completely clear to me.
 
   “How long does it last?” I asked.
 
   “A few hours. It takes an hour or two for it to really get going.  You peak for an hour or two. Then it fades.”
 
   “You’ve taken these? This exact type?”
 
   “Are you kidding?” She grinned. “I was tripping on this shit the day I met you guys.”
 
   “I—I don’t think so, Rachel.”
 
   “Come on. It’s no fun to be tripping on your own.”
 
   “You’re going to do it?”
 
   “Ha. Watch me.” And she popped one of the little rectangles into her mouth, chewing it slowly. I watched her for a long moment.
 
   “Okay,” I said finally, my pulse suddenly racing. I couldn’t imagine it would be very bad—not here, in the bright sunlight, on the smooth green grass. “Give me the other one.” I held out my hand.
 
   She leaned close. “Open your mouth.”
 
   I did. She placed the little gray thing on my tongue.
 
   “Now chew.”
 
   I did. The taste was metallic, like the taste of tin foil. It was neither pleasant nor unpleasant. After a minute or two we swallowed.
 
   “What do we do now?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing. Just let it do its thing.” She reclined back onto the grass. I did the same. We stared up at the blue sky. It looked no different from before.
 
   “My dad is too,” I said. “An alcoholic. Like your mom.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   We lay there for a long time. I was very aware of her next to me, our shoulders only inches apart. Sherry seemed far from me then—far physically, far emotionally. For a moment I had trouble remembering what she looked like. I wondered why I was here, taking drugs with this girl, staring at the sky. It wasn’t that I disliked Rachel—not anymore, at least; learning something about her background had humanized her for me, kept me from seeing her as just another person, interchangeable with many others like her that one would see on the streets of Santa Barbara. The punk fashion, the hair, the piercings and tattoos and ripped tank tops. No, I didn’t dislike her; but she wasn’t my type. She was into things I had no interest in, like punk music and, until the past few minutes, drugs. Physically I found her unattractive, though her big gap-toothed smile had a certain charm. But her body was so different from Sherry’s. Sherry was a big girl, big-shouldered, big-hipped. There used to be a word for her physical type: blowsy. Like all so-called redheads, she was pale. Tan-colored freckles covered her cheeks and shoulders and ran spottily down her back and to her bottom. Sherry wasn’t necessarily the prettiest girl in the world, but she could be sexy as hell in the right outfit, with her sleepy eyes and all that lustrous hair pouring over her shoulders. Rachel was her complete opposite physically. She wasn’t really pretty either, but she was small, tightly and compactly built, dark-featured. Her body had a sharp, hard outline, judging from what I could see of her arms and shoulders and legs, whereas Sherry was softer, blurrier. Rachel almost appeared to be a child at times, a pubescent girl dressed like someone older, a teenager or young adult, while no one would ever mistake the busty Sherry O’Shea for a child.
 
   We said nothing for some time. As I stared at the sky I began to notice that it seemed to be intensifying in color—the blue was turning truly blue. Within the color little sparkles seemed to materialize and glitter. Oh shit, I thought, it’s actually happening. For a while I’d hoped that Rachel had been kidding or that I’d gotten some sort of dud—that nothing would occur, that I would walk away from this perfectly normal and yet with Rachel’s approval for my guts in trying it. But the longer I stared at the sky, the more I realized that I was out of luck. The blue seemed to be growing deeper somehow—not in color, but in my sense of its dimension, the limitlessness of the sky. It seemed as if I could reach out my hand and extend it forever into that blue, that it would never end. 
 
   “Anything happening?” Rachel asked. I was surprised to hear her voice, surprised to realize that she was still there next to me.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, surprised also that I still had a voice. “Yeah. That blue.”
 
   “I know what you mean. I see it too. Wow. It’s like forever.”
 
   The sky was sparkling now, blue on blue, little blue bursts like tiny exploding stars. It was an amazing sight, precisely because it was so obviously real: I felt that what I was seeing had always been there, but that my eyes had been too imperfect to perceive any of it until now.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I said.
 
   I was still aware enough of my surroundings to wonder how we must look to the people around us. Surely we were sparkling ourselves, or levitating, or something else that would reveal what we’d done, what we were doing. But when I looked toward the street I suddenly felt calm: no one would notice a thing, mostly because they were all so far away. Anacapa Street appeared miles off, the cars and people like toys in the distance. Someone spoke into my ear: I started. But when I looked I saw that it was a man talking to a child as they walked through the archway of the courthouse. They weren’t close at all. 
 
   The colors of the world were changing, lighting up. Suddenly everything seemed so very much more than it had been. I looked over at Rachel’s arm, which was bare. I studied her skin, the little dark hairs on her forearm, and felt myself almost sinking into them, as if I was inhabiting her forearm, her. Our eyes met. She was both yards away from me and only an inch or two.
 
   “How do you feel?” she asked, turning to me, her voice oddly murky, as if she were speaking from underwater.
 
   “Good,” I said, my voice loud within my skull. I whispered, “Weird. But good.”
 
   “Don’t shout.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said,” she whispered, “don’t shout.”
 
   “I wasn’t shouting.”
 
   “It sounded like you were.”
 
   A translucent screen seemed to have materialized between Rachel and me. I reached for her arm to see if I could break through the screen. It gave easily and vanished. I touched her arm, fascinated at its texture, its warmth, its feeling of being something alive.
 
   “Look over there.” She pointed. There was a police cruiser moving slowly along the street. The cop behind the wheel had on big black sunglasses, but I was sure I could see past them, to his black eyes beneath. I was sure he was looking at us, judging us. I was sure he was about to jump out of that cruiser, pull his gun and come charging across the street at us. At the same time I was perfectly aware that nothing of the sort would happen. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Rachel said suddenly, grabbing up her things. I stood too, shocked that the world didn’t lurch or slip away as it did when I’d drunk too much. No, the ground was firm, level. She took my hand and led me to the sidewalk. The colors everywhere were riotous now, party-colored, neon. A girl in a pink track suit went jogging by—the track suit and her jiggling breasts seemed ready to bounce out and beyond her, roll and tumble all over the street. A little boy’s red lollipop seemed to hold within it a spiraling circle of rainbows. An old man’s white hair was silver silk, silk that was alive on his head, moving and waving. The fact that it was the wind that was picking up his hair was something I understood, just as I understood, damn it, that the hair was alive.
 
   We walked. There was no sense of disorientation; I knew where I was. I knew exactly how to get to my workplace and to Sherry’s, how to get home. My logical mind was completely unimpeded. But my logical mind also had to accept the evidence of my senses, and my senses were feeding it wild, unprecedented data. 
 
   Before us a young man in jeans and T-shirt stumbled and spilled part of a Coke he’d been drinking. The Coke went sailing through the air, sailing slowly, so slowly that I was tempted to stick my head out and open my mouth and partake of some good cold Coke in midair. The man stopped, cursed, shook off the Coke that had spilled onto his hand, and moved on. I stared at the small puddle of soda on the sidewalk while people moved past us. The puddle seemed to glisten wildly, to beckon. 
 
   “I’d like to lick it off the sidewalk,” Rachel said, “wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, I would.” But I didn’t; as I said, my logical mind was functioning fully. Yet the fact that we’d both had the same thought made us giggle together. Soon we were laughing, laughing uproariously. I’d never heard Rachel Blackburn really laugh. It was a high-pitched, girlish sound. She might have been ten years old. At least that’s how it sounded just then. I was laughing too. We were laughing so much that we collapsed together onto a sidewalk bench, unable to move for laughing.
 
   “Rachel,” I gasped, “why are we laughing?”
 
   “I have no idea!”
 
   And that sent us into further gales of merriment, extreme enough that people were looking at us. I’m sure they were. It wasn’t my imagination. But somehow I didn’t care, not at all.
 
   After our laughter subsided we moved further down the street. We weren’t holding hands now; I wanted to feel what it was like to move entirely on my own. It was, oddly, quite normal. The colors and shapes around me were going berserk—a car that passed by seemed to leave a smear of color behind it that floated in the air for seconds—but the ground stayed put, and my body responded as it should. We decided to get sodas and so we stepped into a little mini-mart on a side street. I wondered if I could have a normal business transaction with someone. Would they realize what was different about me? We moved to the coolers, got our drinks, and headed to the check-out. I said hello to the woman there—the neon signs behind her were streaking and her voice was so distant I could hardly hear it, but she took our money and hardly seemed to notice us at all. In a way it was a disappointment, yet it was also a relief. It also made Rachel and I different from anyone else at that moment: we were sharing something that no one else shared. We were the two normal people in a world that was bright and surreal. I could see why she said it wasn’t as much fun to drop acid alone. It could even be frightening, I suspected. But somehow, with your trip’s companion there, it was all right. There was someone else who was truly with you. Who understood.
 
   We drank our sodas—they tasted metallic but good—and wandered in and out of shops. Time was bending: once it felt as if we’d been in a store for hours, but my watch decreed it had been ten minutes. Entering a little grassy park, Rachel noticed a tennis ball on the sidewalk and picked it up. She ran a few steps from me, turned and called, “Catch!”
 
   I raised my hand to the ball and confidently waited for it to arrive in my palm. I saw it clearly, tracked it perfectly. There was no possibility that I would not catch that ball. And yet the ball seemed to take a very long time to come to me. At the peak of its arc it went into slow motion and I felt my hand growing weary waiting for it to arrive. Finally I got bored, turned away and flopped onto the grass, watched children running by in a straight line that made them look to me like some sort of little train, a miniature locomotive. I called out, “Choo-choo!” though no one looked at me. Finally I got up and walked to another store. This was a store that sold jewelry and little glass ornaments. I studied the tiny frozen people and houses and unicorns. I was there for hours and hours, so long that when I looked outside it was dark, pitch-black. I realized suddenly that Rachel wasn’t with me. I ran outside. 
 
   “Rachel! Rachel?” 
 
   It was dark and I wasn’t sure exactly where I was. I found myself running, bumping into people, looking for a street sign, a landmark, any indication of where I was. The lights streaked and buzzed, so many of them now, in the darkness, laughing lights, sighing ones. I wanted to go home. I had to go home. But where was home?
 
   In the park my hand waited for the ball, arcing now, picking up speed. It grew closer and closer until it nearly touched my fingers. Then it passed through them and fell dully to the grass, bouncing twice and then rolling a few feet.
 
   “I couldn’t have missed that,” I said. Rachel was laughing. It was night and I felt myself coming down, the lights buzzing and smearing not quickly so loudly or brightly. Voices began to sound something closer to normal. I could feel that the effect was wearing off, slowly. I was on my back. Rachel was looking down at me.
 
   “You okay now?” she asked.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You ran off. I couldn’t find you for a while.”
 
   “I was in a jewelry shop...”
 
   “Maybe you were. I found you back here. I haven’t seen you for a couple of hours.” 
 
   “Oh my God.” I held my head. 
 
   “You wandered away when we came into this park a while ago. I threw a ball to you and you just wandered away.” She laughed. “You sure you’re okay, acid head?”
 
   “I—think so. It’s wearing off. Jesus.”
 
   “I found you here again. You seemed all right but a little confused. I was just kidding around with you, so I threw that ball again.”
 
   “I—oh my God.”
 
   She grinned. “Cool, huh?”
 
   The overhead lights sizzled quietly behind her. “I’m not sure that’s the word I would use.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon, hippie boy.”
 
   “I don’t—I don’t think I remember much of what I did for the past couple of hours.”
 
   “Mm. Maybe it was a little strong for you. You didn’t have hallucinations, did you? Vultures coming out of the street and stuff like that?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s good. You’re coming down now?”
 
   “Yes.” I was very thankful for that. But I felt very close to Rachel just then, as if we were two warriors who had survived a momentous battle. 
 
   “So, you want some more acid?” she said.
 
   “Oh my God!” We both went into gales of laughter. I couldn’t control myself—an effect of the acid—yet I really felt no humor about the situation at all. As I watched Rachel throw back her head and laugh, I felt distinctly uneasy, even frightened. For just a quickly passing instant, Rachel Blackburn’s dark features grew darker, blacker than black, the teeth in her mouth seemed sharp-edged and ready to shred anything in their path. Her eyes were glittering, brilliant, thin threatening needle lines of light gleaming from them. The piercings in her brows and ears and nose seemed like deadly silver weapons. She wasn’t human, I knew suddenly. She was monstrous, something demonic and destructive. My heart slammed. Sweat burst from my skin.
 
   And then the vision—a brief wave as the effects of the acid subsided—faded away, leaving only a young laughing girl sitting next to me. I was laughing too.
 
   # # #
 
   “Maybe,” I said as we walked up the street toward the apartment, “maybe we shouldn’t tell Sherry about this.” I watched the lights of the passing cars. They were still streaking, but less vividly now, more briefly. 
 
   Rachel shrugged, taking a drag on her cigarette. “I don’t care.”
 
   “It’s just that—I’m not sure she’d understand.”
 
   “Is she that uptight?”
 
   “No, it’s just...” But I couldn’t explain it to her. As casually as she seemed to be taking it, for me Rachel and I had shared an experience that was oddly, inexplicably intimate. Tripping with another girl? What would Sherry think of that? Not much, I guessed. “It’s just—she would find it a little surprising.”
 
   “Has she ever done anything?”
 
   “Pot,” I said. “Beer. Nothing else. That I know of.”
 
   “So,” she said, “you’re the dangerous one of the couple, huh? The desperado?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   She chuckled and shook her head. “You’re sure straight-living for a hippie boy.”
 
   I glanced at her, a little annoyed. “I’m not sure I was so straight-living while I was wandering around the streets of Santa Barbara tripping on acid and not knowing where I was.”
 
   “Hm.” She nodded. “You have a point. Okay, I’ll give you that one.”
 
   “So let’s just keep it between us, okay?”
 
   “Sure. Whatever.”
 
   I was very aware that this would be the first secret—the first serious, substantial, deliberate secret—I’d ever kept from Sherry. But the alternative seemed worse. I wondered what was going on between us. She and I seemed to be drifting, voices and places getting in between us. It was scary. Walking along the sidewalk with Rachel Blackburn I thought about how I’d never had any other girlfriend, how it had been Sherry O’Shea from the beginning and, I’d always thought, Sherry O’Shea forever. But now when I was away from her I had a hard time holding Sherry O’Shea in my mind. 
 
   How could it be? I wondered, almost panicked. Everything was changing. It wasn’t like it had been back in Stone’s End, where the two of us together seemed an invincible, eternal force, unbreakably bonded. There were so many distractions now, so many things. Since Rachel had dropped down beside me that afternoon I’d hardly thought of Sherry O’Shea at all, I realized. The thought made me nervous, jittery. The after-effects of the drug didn’t help a bit. 
 
   Something was happening to me—to us. I felt I was flinging myself headlong toward disaster, yet it was already too late to stop.
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   “Ever since they came it’s been different.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I want them to leave.”
 
   “Their rent is paid up, Sherry. We can’t just boot them out.”
 
   “Then we’ll leave.”
 
   “With what money? And why would we leave, anyway? It’s our apartment.”
 
   “I just—I don’t...”
 
   “We get along together, don’t we? All of us? I know you’re not crazy about Rachel, but you like Peter. As roommates they’re okay.”
 
   “We.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We. When you talked about Rachel before you used to say that ‘we’ don’t like her. Now you say that I don’t like her.”
 
   “Honey, are you crazy? This has been going on from the beginning. Rachel Blackburn doesn’t mean anything to me. I’ve never given you any reason to think that she does.”
 
   “I see how you look at her.”
 
   “I look at her with my eyes.”
 
   “Yeah, well.”
 
   “She’s not the problem. They’re not the problem.”
 
   “What is, then?”
 
   “I think—it’s just that we’re not in Stone’s End anymore, that’s all.”
 
   “We’re sure not.”
 
   “It’s different here.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But it would be different anywhere. That’s my point.”
 
   “Why, though, Ben? Why can’t it be like it was?”
 
   “Because that was then. This is now. You know. We just have to work at it, that’s all. Spend more time together.”
 
   “Do you love me, Ben?”
 
   “Oh my God.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Of course I do. But it doesn’t matter how many times I say it. You don’t believe it.” 
 
   “I want to believe it.”
 
   “Well, what about you?”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “You’re always asking about me. What about you? Do you love me?”
 
   “You don’t have to ask that.”
 
   “That sounds evasive.”
 
   “Don’t, Ben.”
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   # # #
 
   Things blur in my memory. Sherry, Sherry and me, our life together, is less vivid at this point: as if the shining lights of our relationship had dimmed, leaving an outline rather murky and dark. I don’t remember a great deal of arguing. We weren’t people to shout at each other. But I do recall Sherry becoming, over the ensuing weeks and months, ever more withdrawn, ever more morose. We still had good times. The two of us went for drives up and down the coast, visiting Los Angeles, wandering around tourist places in Hollywood. We spent time at the beach, Sherry always insisting on wearing a light summer shirt over her bikini top—she was always shy about her body. Our sex life slowed, but didn’t stop; we still had tender moments in the darkness together, moments which seemed to push away the increasing tension between us. We wandered the Santa Barbara streets after dark, enjoying the nightlife, listening outside to the music coming from the clubs, going to authors’ readings at bookstores, having espresso and cheesecake at the little cafés. When we could afford it we’d see a concert at the Arlington Theater—B.B. King, the Santa Barbara Symphony. We watched lots of movies at the Granada. A loving young couple, spending time together arm-in-arm, hand-in-hand—we were fine, really. But we weren’t. Sherry started calling home more often and talking about visiting at the end of the semester. Her schoolwork slipped; so did mine. 
 
   But recreating the decline of a relationship is almost impossible. I can recall behavior, hers and mine, but how it felt—the emotional context—is all but gone from my memory. What did it feel like to live in that apartment then, with Sherry and me drifting slowly away from each other? I can no longer really remember. It may be that at the time the entire situation was not as central in my mind as I imagine it to have been, now: I was so busy. Classes, work, writing. Maybe that was part of it, too. 
 
   In spring we made a drive up to Stone’s End. I was a bit nervous about leaving the apartment entirely in the hands of Peter and Rachel, who also didn’t seem to be getting along; Rachel’s leaving the band, and the band’s subsequent collapse, had clearly driven a wedge between them. I really had no interest in Stone’s End or in anything there, but Sherry insisted.
 
   “I need to go home,” she said.
 
   We’d been gone less than a year. Still, when we arrived there I had the experience of seeing my old hometown through a different lens: things looked smaller, somehow, differently-proportioned. It surprised me to see that both the O’Shea and Fall houses had gone on standing without us. The O’Sheas were properly overjoyed to see Sherry, and at least respectfully happy to see me, though the disapproval of Sherry’s choice to live with me in Santa Barbara was still obvious in their eyes and voices. Alice was finishing classes at community college and working. Dad was—well, Dad, though on his good behavior. It helped that I’d never had to ask him for anything since we’d left.
 
   But Sherry and I spent most of our time with each other, wandering the streets downtown, saying hello to former neighbors we saw and popping our heads into familiar shops. We checked out the middle school, the high school, said hello to a few teachers. It felt like we’d been gone far more than the nine or ten months it had actually been; but then our time in Santa Barbara marked the first time either of us had been away from home at all for any extended period.
 
   On that first afternoon home Sherry led me by the hand, in her typical way, to the fields overlooking the cemetery, the same fields where we’d had our memorable first semi-sexual encounter on the night of our finishing eighth grade. The field, lovely and sun-splashed and filled with wild grasses and daisies and dandelions, was smaller now: new houses were being built that brought civilization much closer than it had been the last time we’d come here.
 
   “I remember this place,” Sherry said, pushing her breeze-blown hair from her eyes.
 
   “Sure. That tree.” I pointed. “Right over there. That’s where you deflowered me.”
 
   She smiled. “You deflowered yourself.”
 
   “Actually that’s right. Well, still. You helped.”
 
   “I just sat there.”
 
   “Ah, but that was more than enough for an eighth grader. And you let me feel your boobies.”
 
   “One booby.”
 
   “Ah, but what a booby.”
 
   She smiled again and wandered down the hill, the big oak tree casting its shadow over us.
 
   “Seems like a long time ago,” she said.
 
   “It was a long time ago.”
 
   “Everything was so different then.”
 
   I stopped her, held her by the shoulders. “Not everything.”
 
   She looked down, her expression suddenly glum. 
 
   “Everything,” she said. She looked up again, casting her eyes all around. “It’s like...it’s all here, but we’re not. I miss this place. Don’t you?”
 
   “No. I don’t.”
 
   Our eyes met. “Well,” she said, “there you go.”
 
   “You really want to come back? To Stone’s End?”
 
   She turned away. “I don’t know. No. I wanted to go home. But this isn’t home anymore. Still, I’d like to be closer. I’d like to...Santa Barbara isn’t my kind of place, Ben. It’s too...” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Surfers. Beach bunnies. I feel lost.”
 
   “We don’t have anything to do with that stuff,” I said, “except to go to the beach now and then.”
 
   “I know. I...” She shook her head. “I can’t explain it. But I want it to work between us, Ben. I never imagined myself with anybody but you.”
 
   “Well, same here. With you.”
 
   “But things are changing. I can feel them changing.”
 
   “All we can do,” I said, “is work at it.”
 
   “We will, right? We’ll keep working at it?”
 
   “Sure we will.” 
 
   # # #
 
   But in the final weeks of the semester nothing changed. There was a distance between us now that hadn’t been there before, even though, to look at us, no one would have noticed anything amiss. It was internal, between the two of us. Maybe as a reaction to the inexplicable thing that was happening we partied more, encouraging Peter and Rachel to invite over their friends while we brought in people we knew from school. A great deal of beer was consumed at these get-togethers, and lots of pot. For the first time our landlord, Mr. Bogg, started calling us or knocking on our door and telling us to keep the noise down. Couples made out on the floor in the main room. Things got broken. People we didn’t know—people we assumed Peter and Rachel knew—would show up, drink, get belligerent. Fights broke out a couple of times. For a short while, our apartment was Party Central for Santa Barbara’s wilder kids.
 
   Sherry and I would fall into bed drunk, try to make some sort of sloppy love at three o’clock in the morning, both of us wasted out of our minds. It was better than the silence that otherwise obtained between us, a silence all the more profound because it existed between and under our words. We would sleep late, wake with excruciating headaches, miss class. Both of us barely finished the semester.
 
   But I understood nothing of what was really happening until the party we held at the end of the school year. It was a scene like before: the place crowded with people, the booze flowing, the pot odors permeating the apartment. I’d just been looking out the window to see if any police cars seemed to be headed this way when I turned and stumbled into a girl who spilled beer on my shirt. She laughed and staggered into someone else. I needed air, I knew. I scanned the apartment and saw no one I knew except for a couple of school acquaintances. I moved toward the front door, determined to escape at least for a moment. On my way I took a half-empty Heineken sitting on the floor and swallowed all that was left in it. I turned to the door again, was stopped by some guy I vaguely knew who wanted to talk to me about buying houses, a subject I cared absolutely nothing about. I moved past him. The door seemed very far away. Before I reached it I glanced to the side and saw another door: the one to Peter and Rachel’s room. It stood ajar. Through the haze of marijuana smoke I saw Peter, nothing on but a pair of shorts, at the foot of his bed. A girl’s naked legs enveloped his head. I couldn’t see the girl’s face. I didn’t need to see the girl’s face. I knew the girl’s legs. They were Sherry’s legs.
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   I spent that night on the beach, watching the surf tumble and roll in the moonlight. I smoked a lot of cigarettes, one after another, tossing them into the surf and immediately lighting the next. I only stopped when I ran out. The wind came up after a while, whipped my hair over my face. Whatever buzz I’d had from the beer and pot completely evaporated and I sat there feeling heavy, leaden, dull, useless. I wasn’t angry—I didn’t have the energy to be angry. I felt as if I were sick, physically sick, my vitality drained away to nothingness. I didn’t blame Sherry. I didn’t blame Peter. I don’t know why not, really. But somehow things had fallen into place. Sherry’s behavior over the past couple of months, her insistence that I not leave her, her paranoid suspicions about me and Rachel. It was her own behavior making her paranoid about mine. She’d assumed that I might very well do what she was already doing, or thinking of doing. Of course.
 
   My mind ran around and around on it. I’d seen that Sherry and Peter liked each other, but it had never occurred to me that it would become anything more than a friendly relationship. But then it had never occurred to me that Sherry O’Shea would ever have anything to do with anyone but me—vainglorious man! So many things that had been mysterious were suddenly clear. Her odd moods. Her distance. 
 
   It had been apparent since we’d returned from Stone’s End that things hadn’t changed between us. We’d hoped for a new start, but there was nothing new. What I didn’t know was what we might do about it. Sherry O’Shea was the only girl I’d ever had any involvement with in my life. It was literally unimaginable to me what my existence would be like without her. We grew up together, for God’s sake. We were George and Mary from It’s a Wonderful Life. Everyone knew that. Now...
 
   And what of Peter Welch? What kind of a person went down on his roommate’s girlfriend? I thought that I couldn’t imagine it, but quickly realized that I could: yes, that’s exactly what Peter Welch would do. He was charming but not particularly aware of other people, not especially concerned about them except as they impacted him. I remembered what Rachel had said about the band, how it had all been his idea, how he had pushed her into the singing she really didn’t want to do. His charm is what caused such things to happen. He seemed so pleasant, so helpful and positive, that people wanted to be with him. I felt it myself. I still did. Part of me didn’t want to blame Peter at all for what had happened. But it was impossible for me to blame Sherry. 
 
   I felt too rottenly feeble to think it out any further.
 
   Many of the beaches in Santa Barbara, at least in those days, could be very quiet at night, and I don’t believe I saw a single human being during all the hours I sat there staring at the sea. There was the occasional slow-moving light at the edge of the dark horizon. Once a seagull flapped past me. Other than that there were no signs of life at all. Part of me kept hoping that Sherry would suddenly appear behind me, weeping and apologetic (though how she would find me, my fantasy left unexplained). Part of me wanted, as Sherry had desired earlier, to step into a time machine, go back to Stone’s End a year ago or two or five, and return to things as they were. But things would never be that way again. As I sat there I had the sense that perhaps I really just wanted something to happen: but nothing did. Hour after hour, nothing happened.
 
   Except that the sky began, very slowly, to lighten. What had been a dull black or deep blue slowly turned purple—the color, I thought, of bruises. The purple eventually gave way to a dark red, then to a blood-red, then brightened to something like pink. A couple of crack-of-dawn joggers trotted along the shoreline in running gear. I wondered how long I’d been there: four or five hours, surely. I was neither hungry nor thirsty. I was nothing.
 
   Finally it was day, early morning in early summer. It looked to be a beautiful one, but then every day was beautiful in Santa Barbara. The cool ocean breezes touched my cheeks and ruffled my shirt. A few people wandered by, not particularly noticing me. At last I stood, my legs creaky and sore, my back tight and uncomfortable. I knew I would have to go back, I knew there would be a scene. I knew Sherry’s and my relationship was over. But what did that mean? Where would I live? Where would she? Would I continue in school? Would she leave the area to return to Stone’s End? Was she going to stay with Peter? 
 
   I didn’t want to face any of it. Instead I made my way from the beach into a little shopping area and sat down at a café, ordered coffee and a bagel with cream cheese. To my surprise, they tasted good. I had two cups of the coffee and wolfed down the bagel. I paid—I had little money on me, I barely managed the bill—and then wandered in the oceanfront shops for a while, utterly aimless. There was something of a feeling of power to it. Whatever was going to happen, it couldn’t happen, I thought, without me. Perhaps they were sitting there even now, Sherry and Peter, worried, wondering where I was, fretting that I would come back angry and explosive. Maybe they were calling friends to try to track me down. 
 
   And where was Rachel in this? Where would she be? Where had she been when I’d left? I didn’t know. She wasn’t at the party—at least I didn’t think she’d been. Surely Peter wouldn’t have been so reckless as to take Sherry into their bedroom with her there. (Then again, my presence hadn’t slowed him down.) Had she returned, then? Discovered what Peter had been up to? Or had they left her in the dark? Did she have no idea, even now?
 
   I hated to return, yet knew I had to. But first—I wasn’t sure why I decided to do this—I stepped to a pay phone and dialed the apartment’s number. It rang and rang—like many people in that era, we didn’t have an answering machine. Finally, just as I was about to hang up, someone picked up.
 
   “Hello?” I said.
 
   I thought I detected the sound of breathing, but I wasn’t sure. 
 
   “Hello? Hello? Sherry?”
 
   The line clicked off.
 
   Strange. I considered calling back, but now my curiosity was overwhelming me. Who had picked up the phone? Why hadn’t Sherry, or Peter, or Rachel—it had to have been one of them—spoken? What was going on at the apartment? I was overcome suddenly by a sensation of dread. I didn’t visualize anything in particular; I only had the sense that something was wrong, terribly wrong. 
 
   When I got back it was obvious before I even entered that I was correct.
 
   The door dangled half-open. From what I could immediately see, it looked as if a storm had hit the apartment: clothes, books, papers were all over the floor. 
 
   I pushed the door open slowly.
 
   The wreckage was complete. The tall halogen lamps were lying on their sides. Pieces of shattered dishes glittered in the light coming from the window. Cigarette butts were strewn on the carpet from overturned ashtrays. Beer bottles were everywhere, several of them broken. 
 
   Sitting in the middle of this chaos was Rachel.
 
   She looked at me, scowling. Her eyes were hard.
 
   I stepped in, careful to avoid the broken bits of glass in the carpet. I looked into the kitchen, where the cabinet doors gaped. The cabinets were mostly empty, their contents strewn everywhere. Cups, glasses, saucepans, pots. The refrigerator door had swung closed, but not before most of the food had been tossed onto the counter and the floor. Broken eggs ran down kitchen walls. A ketchup bottle had exploded on top of the stove, leaving what looked like blood draining down the oven door and pooling on the floor before it. 
 
   I moved past Rachel to Sherry’s and my bedroom. Nothing had been disturbed here, it seemed. But I noticed that Sherry’s clothes had disappeared. There was a note on our rumpled bed.
 
   Ben,
 
   Peter and I are leaving. I don’t know where we’re going yet. I’ll let my parents know where we are.
 
   This has been coming a long time. But it shouldn’t have happened like this. I was drunk and high both. So was Peter. We didn’t think you were here. Actually I thought you’d gone out with Rachel. But that’s not an excuse.
 
   I don’t know what to say, Ben. “I’m sorry” is the most stupid thing in the world to say but it’s all I can think of. 
 
   
  
 

Sherry.
 
   I read it without any particular emotion. When I finished I dropped the note onto the bed and stepped out to the bathroom. Nothing had been disturbed there. Sherry had forgotten a number of her things in her haste to leave.
 
   Finally I made my way to the door of Peter and Rachel’s room. The bed was there, and some of Rachel’s clothes were scattered around. Peter’s file cabinet still stood in the corner, but the drawers had been emptied. Some of the electronic equipment was gone, but some remained; the video camera, for instance, stood on its tripod in the corner. I noticed that it faced the bed.
 
   At last I stepped into the main room again. I sat on the sofa. Rachel was cross-legged on the carpet.
 
   Finally she reached for her cigarettes. She glanced at me, offering me one. I nodded. She lit two and handed one to me.
 
   “They were gone when I got here,” she said finally, in a flat voice. “I was at a movie.”
 
   We sat for a while.
 
   “How did everything...?” I gestured around at the chaos of broken things.
 
   “That was me.”
 
   I wasn’t angry at all. Looking around at the mess I felt nothing.
 
   “If you’d come back earlier,” she said, “you could’ve helped.” She smiled bitterly.
 
   “That would’ve been good,” I agreed.
 
   Silence. 
 
   “Did Peter leave you—a note? Anything like that?”
 
   Rachel snorted and gestured at a crumpled piece of notebook paper on the carpet in front of me. I leaned down to it, smoothed it on my knee.
 
   Bye, Babe, it read. Sorry the band didn’t work out. Peter.
 
   “Sherry left me one, too,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. I saw it.”
 
   “Did you—know? What was going on? Between them?”
 
   She shook her head. “I kind of suspected. But Peter’s always got other girls anyway. That’s just the way he is. He fucks anything that moves.”
 
   “I didn’t know. About them. The two of them.”
 
   “Well, now you do.”
 
   I watched seagulls cruising the blue sky. I must have slipped into sleep, because by the time I was aware of anything again the light outside had dimmed. It seemed to be early evening. Rachel had moved from the floor to the armchair. She stared pensively into space and smoked.
 
   “So much for George and Mary,” I said finally.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s from It’s a Wonderful Life. Never mind.”
 
   After a while I stood and picked up a few of the bottles and pieces of broken dishes. I got the wastebasket from under the kitchen sink and threw them in. Then I brought out the wastebasket and started tossing things into it. After I’d picked up what I could I wiped off the stove and oven door and counter with paper towels. Rachel said nothing. She didn’t move. I wasn’t sure she was even aware of what I was doing. 
 
   It took quite a while, but eventually I had the kitchen and sitting room looking better. All the movement had helped me, a little. When I sat down on the sofa again it was dark outside and I was tired.
 
   “Do you have any idea where they went?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t give a shit where they went,” she said flatly. “Fuck ’em.”
 
   I thought of calling Sherry’s parents, but what would be the point? I considered calling Alice too, but what good would that be? There seemed no reason to call anybody. Sherry and Peter were over eighteen. Legal adults. They were free to go wherever they wanted. There was nothing I could do about it.
 
   I got up and went to the refrigerator, found some ham and cheese that hadn’t been tossed out. There was bread. The mustard jar was tipped on its side on the floor but hadn’t broken. I made two sandwiches.
 
   She glanced up at me as I held the little plate before her. She opened her mouth to say something, thought better of it, and took the plate. She munched morosely on the sandwich.
 
   I thought of turning on the TV—Peter had left that, and the VCR; like his file cabinet, they must have been too big to fit into his car. Would he come back for his things? I wondered. Or was it possible that some of the remaining items actually belonged to Rachel? I didn’t ask. We sat quietly. I turned on one of the newly standing halogen lamps to a low level of light. We sat a while longer, finishing the sandwiches.
 
   After some time I went to our—now my—bedroom, put Sherry’s note away in a drawer, and dropped down onto the bed. I stared at the dark ceiling for a while. I could hear traffic passing by in the distance.
 
   Rachel turned off the lamp in the main room and I heard her using the bathroom. Then she went off to their—now her—bedroom. 
 
   The apartment was very quiet. I glanced at the clock beside my bed: it was midnight. Then it was one o’clock. Then two.
 
   I didn’t hear her coming. Perhaps I was dozing. She just suddenly seemed to be there, next to me. We were both still wearing all our things. She lay next to me for some time. I could hear her breathing. 
 
   Later, a few minutes or an hour, she turned to me in the bed. She pressed her face against me, her fists clenched against her chest. I slept a little, groggily. 
 
   Finally she moved a bit and I heard the rustling of clothes. When she lay down again it was with her bare shoulder pressed against me. I could see her outline in the darkness. She had nothing on. My need was suddenly overwhelming: I stripped away my clothing, sat up on the bed facing her. She opened her legs. I plunged in, immediately shocked at how different it felt with her. She was smaller in every way, tighter, harder. Her smell was unfamiliar: muskier than Sherry’s, earthier, raunchier. We didn’t look at each other. She lay there, eyes shut, while I stared vacantly at her hair on the pillow. Other than our genitals banging together, we didn’t touch. It went on a long time, not the long time of great lovers, but of two people assuaging some unnamable hunger: the act was intensely physical, practically violent, as if we were not only pleasuring ourselves but trying to somehow hurt Sherry and Peter at the same time, vicariously assaulting them, raping them by proxy. How tiny she was, tiny yet fiercely strong. She lay scowling, occasionally grunting or sighing, her hips bucking under me.  Sweat covered us. I grew tired, thirsty, short of breath. Finally we slowed, then stopped. Neither of us had come.
 
   I rolled to her side again and lay there trying to calm my breathing, which had become ragged, uneven. I was shaking. Glancing over at Rachel I saw that she was, too.
 
   We lay there a long time, on top of the sheets, both of us on our backs, close but not quite touching. Our shivering subsided.
 
   Finally light began to redden the bedroom window. I could hardly believe that it had been twenty-four hours since I’d been sitting on the beach, staring at the surf—it felt like centuries. But at the same time it felt like seconds.
 
   At some point as the room grew lighter our hands brushed each other. One finger hooked with another. Then two. Finally, loosely, our hands slipped together. I listened to her breathing, calm now. After a while we raised our clasped hands together and studied them. Like everything about her, Rachel’s hand was small, much smaller than Sherry’s. I felt I could crush it in my own if I wished; but I didn’t wish. I felt suddenly protective of her, wanting to shield her from any more harm. I squeezed her hand gently. She squeezed back. Finally we moved together: our hands traced each other slowly, delicately.  The early morning breeze touched us through the open window. She sighed. I sighed. We investigated each other’s bodies, our fingers moving as explorers’ on a map, seeking. Her strong shoulders, her little breasts, her belly, her hips, her thighs, her feet. Her hair. Her back and bottom. 
 
   The room was bright when we moved into each other again. It was quieter this time, gentler. We embraced tightly. We still made no eye contact. But I watched as Rachel squinched her eyes shut, her face screwed up in what some might have taken for anger, and at last she bared her teeth and grunted twice, three times, and let out a long sigh, the tension in her face dissolving to something like peace. Her eyes opened then and she looked at me for the first time, her expression soft and stupefied, like a child waking from an exceptionally deep sleep, uncertain of where she is or how she got there. She touched my face and then wrapped her arms around me. I finished then, so intensely that it was almost painful. I heard myself cry out. 
 
   We gazed at each other in the summer morning’s light. Finally, for the first time—the last step of this long night of the soul—we kissed. We kissed for a long while. At some point I realized that Rachel was weeping softly. I was too. We kissed each other’s tears and fell asleep in each other’s arms.
 
   # # #
 
   Later, in the evening, I toasted some frozen waffles in the kitchen and brought them into the bedroom for us to share. We sat cross-legged on the bed, naked, facing each other. 
 
   “Thanks,” she said, a forkful of waffle in her mouth. “And thanks for the sandwich, too. Before.”
 
   I smiled a little. “We haven’t got much else left in the house.”
 
   “Mm. We can go shopping.”
 
   “Do you have any money?”
 
   “Some. I’ve got a hundred dollars in the bank. What about you?”
 
   “A few hundred. We won’t starve tomorrow. But we can’t afford to stay here for long.”
 
   “No, I know.”
 
   “If we give notice, though, we’d have a month. The last month was paid ahead.”
 
   “Let’s do that, then. That should be enough time.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   We ate. I had a surprisingly big appetite; I wound up heading into the kitchen again and scrounging around for something. I found some hard red apples that had been on the floor earlier, but didn’t seem too damaged. I brought them in. We reclined on the bed together, shoulders touching, fingers entwined, munching away.
 
   “These taste really good,” she said. 
 
   “They do, don’t they?”
 
   “The waffles, too. Just great.”
 
   “I think so too.” There was something about the moment, the room, the atmosphere that made our humble repast seem far more than it really was. It wasn’t just a meal. It was the beginning of a future. We both sensed it. Our heads touched, softly; she took some of my hair in her hand.
 
   “You need a haircut, hippie boy,” she said.
 
   I chuckled. “Come on, Rachel,” I said. The name “Rachel” felt strange in my mouth, though I’d said it many times before. But I’d not said it to her, the Rachel I knew now, my bedmate, my lover. I’d said it to a roommate. It was a completely different sensation. 
 
   “Well, you do. You know, that stuff was tickling my face when we were doing it.”
 
   “Well, be that as it may...”
 
   She grinned and kissed me on the jaw. “What do you want me to call you? I can’t call you ‘Ben.’ Everybody calls you Ben.”
 
   “Well, there’s Benjamin.”
 
   “Benjamin. Benjamin and me.” She thought about it. “How about Benji?”
 
   “That’s the name of that dog in the movies.”
 
   “I know. You’ve got enough hair. It’s appropriate.”
 
   “Ha ha.” 
 
   I reached over and tickled her belly. She shrieked and kicked like a child, her legs swinging wildly in the air. She pushed at my arms. 
 
   “Stop,” she cried, twisting and writhing, “or I’ll do something bad!”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Grinning, she grabbed me by the balls and squeezed—not enough to really hurt, but enough for me to feel it.
 
   “Ow! Hey! Okay, I give!” I held my hands back.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You really sure?” She squeezed a bit harder.
 
   “Yes! Yes!”
 
   “Okay, then.” She let go and patted them softly. “Don’t make me get rough with your guys. I like your guys.”
 
   “They like you too.”
 
   “I noticed. Well, I’ll think about it, Benjamin. Hm...Benjamin and me. Benja-me. Benja-me-me.” She grinned. “Sounds good. You and me together.”
 
   “Well, it’s better than ‘hippie-boy.’”
 
   “Ha.” She nestled her face against my chest. “Benja-me-me it is, then. I’ve christened you. You’re officially mine. And don’t you forget it.”
 
   # # #
 
   Of course it was ridiculous. Of course it was too fast. Of course we were both in shock, grabbing at the nearest life raft that presented itself. But that only made it more intense. Everything I’d previously disliked about Rachel Blackburn suddenly became attractive, crazily so: her body, so unkempt and dirty and wild; her raunchy smell, part sweat, part cigarette smoke, part—at least in bed—vagina. Even her pinched little face, dark-featured and snub-nosed, almost pig-like, became something I wanted to touch and kiss and stroke forever. She seemed to feel the same about me. Like most young lovers, we found ourselves with a decided reluctance to put on our clothes. We slept together, showered together, made love—though “made love” is a feeble expression for the ferocity of what we engaged in. Not once in those first twenty-four hours did we so much as mention Sherry or Peter’s names. Though in real time they’d only just left us, by the time kept in my heart, they seemed fast-fading figures of another age. Rachel was my reality now, my present, my future. There was nothing else.
 
   We quickly discovered a sexual compatibility that was astounding—so much so that I found myself wondering why I’d stayed so long with Sherry O’Shea, who now seemed slow, sluggish, timid, though as a partner she’d always been quite enough for me before. But Rachel was fast, hard, brutal. She grabbed and pulled and scratched. It was simply different with her. Sherry and I had made love; Rachel and I, for want of a more elegant word, fucked. I would be left with bruises, abrasions. Her thighs would be chafed. It didn’t matter. That was part of us, part of us together. It might have been frightening if it hadn’t been so completely joyous.
 
   By the time we emerged from the apartment for the first time together, the first time as a couple, freshly washed and sexually satiated, it would have been obvious to anyone that we were young lovers; we walked hand-in-hand, swinging our arms childishly, breaking from each other and running, tackling each other and tumbling onto grass, kissing and nuzzling and tickling. The Rachel I saw now seemed a completely different person from the sullen, alienated girl who’d been my roommate, Peter’s girlfriend; this girl was loose, silly, happy, pure pleasure to be with. Her gap-toothed smile, once glimpsed so rarely, radiated from her face now. She would grab my arm, pull me to her, kiss me on the neck and jaw and cheek. I found myself laughing, laughing as I could hardly ever remember laughing in my life. Our first outing, to the grocery store, was an occasion of wild shrieks and giggles, stupid kid jokes that were for some reason hilarious to us, as when she shoved two big grapefruit into her shirt and asked, grinning: “Better?”
 
   “Worse, worse!” I cried, grabbing at her chest, dislodging the grapefruit and causing them to tumble down her shirt and onto the shop’s floor. I chased one as it rolled down the aisle, Rachel’s laughter following me. People stared at us. I threw the grapefruit into our shopping basket, figuring that if we at least bought them, no one could complain.
 
   We brought the food home and put it away, started kissing each other and thus inaugurated another quick sexual session, this one on the sofa. We pulled ourselves together again after that and went out once more, first to give notice to Mr. Bogg, then to simply wander in the summer sunshine. Our mood was quieter now—the frantic hysterics of the morning had abated—and we strolled slowly, easily, completely comfortable with each other, at ease in the world.
 
   Part of me understood how strange this was. I didn’t like thinking of it, but couldn’t help it: Sherry and Peter had left all of two days before. Rachel and I had both been cruelly betrayed and abandoned. Yet it hardly seemed to matter now. The more I thought about it the more I realized that Sherry’s and my relationship had been at its end anyway: knowing each other since childhood, a couple since middle school, we had simply arrived at the time to move on. We’d grown and changed. It wasn’t possible to continue as we’d been.
 
   But as we made our way along State Street—utterly without destination—I felt something else, too. For a while now I’d had an odd, fated feeling about Rachel Blackburn—ever since I’d read her poems, really, and seen her as something besides a fairly brainless little punk chick. We were both writers, after all. And certainly after our acid trip it had felt as if we shared something private, something secret—a thing shockingly intimate. The fact that we were both victims of Sherry and Peter’s behavior only tightened the bond. There was a sense in me that Rachel and I had been moving inexorably toward each other for a long time—even, perhaps, that if Sherry and Peter hadn’t betrayed us, we might eventually have betrayed them.
 
   We wandered through a record shop, where Rachel complained that they didn’t have “shit for music here” (“Where’s Black Flag? D.O.A.? The Big Boys?”), and a bookstore, where she pulled down a volume of Sylvia Plath and had me read “Daddy,” my first encounter with that apocalyptic fever dream of a poem. “You do not do, you do not do / Anymore, black shoe...”
 
   “My dad was a good guy,” she said thoughtfully, replacing the book on the shelf, “but I’ve known a few Nazis in my time.”
 
   We had a snack at a little café next to the Arlington Theater—cheesecake and iced tea—and then found our way to Anacapa Street and the county courthouse, with its wide lawn and lovely gardens. 
 
   “Remember this place?” she asked, grinning.
 
   I laughed. “What do you think?”
 
   “I think,” she said, in her best stoner voice, “that the hippie boy was trippin’, man!”
 
   I growled and grabbed playfully at her; she slapped at my hands, laughing.
 
   “Hey,” she said, looking up, “you ever been up in that clock tower?”
 
   “The El Mirador,” I said, following her gaze. “Yeah. It’s a nice view.”
 
   “I’ve never been up there. Let’s go up. Is it free?”
 
   “It’s free. You just walk up there, or take the elevator. Nobody stops you.”
 
   We took the elevator and stepped out, the vast, misty vista of Santa Barbara everywhere around and below us.
 
   “Cool!” she cried. “You can see everything!” 
 
   We sauntered around, looking first toward the ocean, then the mountains, spotting familiar buildings—even our own apartment. Rachel was exhilarated.
 
   “Makes me think I can fly, being up here!” She stood at the railing, arms outstretched, gazing down at the traffic on Anacapa Street.
 
   “Look on my works, ye mighty,” she called out laughingly, “and despair!” 
 
   “Despair!” I concurred loudly.
 
   “Despair!”
 
   # # #
 
   “Like I said, the High Plains,” she told me later, on the lawn of the courthouse, as we sat together sharing a can of Coke. “I was an only child. Mom drank. Dad didn’t know what to do with her. He was strong in every way except dealing with her. I don’t have good memories of my mom, Benja-me-me. She was an angry drunk. She passed out at the kitchen table some nights. I remember covering her with a blanket sometimes, putting it over her shoulders, and just leaving her there. This would be late, after Dad was in bed. Dad was a farmer, or he tried to be. But the land there is terrible. He could never really make a living at it. Wheat, cotton. And sunflowers—there were lots of sunflowers in the summer. I loved those. But it was a raggedy-ass place. The house was old, things were always falling apart. My dad did what he could but at some point it all got away from him. When my mom died he just seemed to lose energy. He started falling apart just like the house and the farm. He was always thin; he grew thinner. Smoked all the time. He tried, but...
 
   “Living in that area—it was like a ghost town. There was one school, for all grades—Harman Combined School. It wasn’t literally a one-room schoolhouse, but Jesus, it was close. But there were hardly any kids, that’s why it was ‘combined.’ Families had been leaving there for the past fifty years. They’re still leaving now. There were five other kids in my kindergarten class. I graduated high school with three. The town was dying—it’s still dying, shit, if it’s not already dead. Downtown Harman had a library—that was important to me—a grocery store, a bank, a hardware store...what else? A real estate office. Three bars. It was just this dead little burg in the middle of hundreds of miles of wheat fields and buffalo grass. Our house was way out of town—it took an hour to get there on my bike.
 
   “I read a lot. Mystery stories. Fantasy. Anything. That’s when I got interested in poetry. I remember there was a book at the library I checked out over and over again, called The Pocket Book of Story Poems. A little paperback. I read it over and over again. Ogden Nash and Poe and A.E. Housman and all those guys. Poems that told stories, you know? Perfect for me, at that age. I needed stories. I needed poems. I needed to be away from that place, even when I was there.
 
   “Music helped me. You couldn’t buy a record in Harman, so I joined record clubs. You know, pay one dollar now and get twelve records and you have to buy ten more over two years or something? I got the Sex Pistols delivered right to the front door, which was cool.” She grinned. “Dad made me get headphones.”
 
   “That I can picture,” I said, taking the Coke from her. “But I can’t picture you as a country girl.”
 
   “I was, though. Plaid shirts and boots and everything. But it’s not like people imagine the country—horses and ranch hands. It was just us, with the seasonal help that Dad would hire. See, you just think I’m some Valley Girl or something...”
 
   “Rachel, I did not say...”
 
   “But look.” She flexed her right arm. “Go ahead. Feel.” I did: the muscle was big for someone her size, stone-solid. “I’ll have you know that I can run a fuckin’ John Deere tractor. Have you ever run a tractor, hippie boy?”
 
   “Can’t say as I have.” 
 
   “Well, there you go. I have all sorts of talents that you know nothing about.”
 
   “I’ve read your poetry,” I said, “and I’ve had sex with you. What other talents matter?”
 
   “Ha!” She took the can back. “I had to leave, though. I knew it long before Dad got sick. But shit, everybody leaves Harman. The population has dropped every year for the past fifty years. Back in the twenties it was thousands. It was like a hundred when I left.” 
 
   “When was that?”
 
   “Almost—hm. Three years ago.”
 
   “After your dad died?”
 
   “Yeah. Everything was sold off. I got a little money from a life insurance policy—that’s what I’ve been living on. But that’s it. Like I told you, it all went for debts.” She stared at the grass. “Poor Dad. He tried. He really did. But nobody can make it out there, not really. The place broke him. It breaks everybody. It would have broken me, if I’d stayed there.” She reached into her back pocket then, bringing out a little black wallet. She took out two tattered snapshots and, looking at them for a moment, handed them over to me.
 
   As unlikely as it seemed, the photos made it clear that Rachel was telling the truth. The first was of a thin, reedy man, middle-aged, in a worn blue farmer’s shirt and black baseball cap. His skin was dark and hard-looking, deeply creased, clearly the skin of a man who had spent much of his life in the sun. He was squinting self-consciously at the camera and displaying an uneven grin. I noticed that he had the same gap between his two front teeth as Rachel. Brown wheat fields were blurrily in the background.
 
   “Dad,” she said. “I love that picture of him.”
 
   “He looks,” I said honestly, “like a nice guy.”
 
   “He was. Hated having his picture taken, though.”
 
   “Yes. You can see that.”
 
   The other photo was of Rachel herself, smiling in a plaid flannel shirt, old blue jeans, and scuffed brown boots, her hands on her hips before a decrepit-looking old house. The same brown fields were in the background. Her outfit was incongruous enough, but her long, straight farmer-girl hair and utter lack of any piercings on her ears or eyebrows or nose made her almost unrecognizable.
 
   “I was fifteen,” she said. “That was just around the time that punk started turning me into a bad girl.” She grinned.
 
   “You look sweet. Sweet and innocent.”
 
   “I was. But not for much longer. That was the time I knew I was going to have to get out of there eventually.”
 
   It was growing late: the sky’s blue was darkening, the shadows creeping slowly across us.
 
   “I needed cities,” she said suddenly, passionately. “I needed people. Music. Art. Poetry. Restaurants. The first thing I did when I left a couple of years later was go to Fargo. I look back on it now, that place seems—sort of unsophisticated, you know? But it was a city. There were clubs where bands played. Even hardcore punk bands, if you knew where to look. Real bookstores and real record stores. I worked in Fargo as a waitress for a while.”
 
   “What made you leave?”
 
   “The winter,” she said. “The fucking snow. I’d lived with that too long. I decided I wanted to go somewhere it would never, ever fucking snow. My dad died in the middle of winter. He died on a gray day at the end of January with the snow pouring down outside.” She shook her head. “It poured for days. It didn’t stop for him, for his dying. It just kept dropping down. I hated it.” She brightened suddenly. “I’d been sending my little movie stories to Hollywood, so I thought, What the hell, I’ll go there, where the sun never stops shining.”
 
   I touched her hand. “I’m glad,” I said, “that you didn’t quite make it.”
 
   “Well, I might still. Just to go to the clubs on the Sunset Strip. Want to come with me?”
 
   “I want to go anywhere you’re going.”
 
   She looked at me. “Aw, shit, Benja-me-me.” She leaned over and kissed my temple. “So do I. With you.”
 
   7
 
   Those weeks, that summer: in memory they stand luminous, multi-hued, bright as High Plains sunflowers or the Santa Barbara sky. Rachel bowed to the inevitable and got a job—at the same restaurant where I worked, in fact, which made the days fly by; I would never have imagined that waiting on tables could be fun, but it was with her there, both of us in our employee uniforms, passing each other in the kitchen, sharing a quick kiss or grope by the condiment station. After a few days it became evident she was actually better at the job than I was; I was amazed to see how she could pour on the charm with customers, especially male ones. She certainly got better tips than I did. 
 
   “It helps,” she said sardonically, “to be a cute girl.”
 
   And at work she was cute, in some odd, off-kilter sort of way. She could even turn her mistakes to her advantage. More than once I saw her roll her eyes prettily when someone complained about something she’d forgotten to do—roll her eyes and then hit herself playfully on the temple with the heel of her hand, as if to say, “Gosh, I’m so dumb!” The self-deprecating humor worked. And she could be funny in other ways, as when I passed her with a tray of food while she was taking an order from an elderly gentleman. 
 
   “What do you recommend?” he asked her.
 
   “Going to another restaurant,” she deadpanned. 
 
   It cracked him up.
 
   More often than not we had the same schedule, or close to it, so we would walk to work together in the morning and leave together in the afternoon. We’d wander the downtown area or go to the beach or just head home, shower together, have sex, scrounge something from the kitchen for dinner, eat, have sex again. On the odd occasion she had to get to work before me, I’d invariably find Post-It Notes—which were new then—stuck in various places around the apartment, covered with her childish scrawl: “Need toothpaste!” with a blue heart drawn beneath it, or “Pay the rent, Sexy Hippie Boy!”—or just, “I Love You, Benja-me-me!!!”
 
   We got rid of Peter’s empty file cabinet (“Fuck him,” Rachel said, “I don’t care if he does try to come back for it”) and emptied out what had been their room. The video camera we moved to our bedroom. It didn’t take long for Rachel to make a mischievous suggestion involving it—such were the days of early video cameras. (I wonder how many were purchased more or less for the exclusive purpose of recording their owners fucking.) Anyway, after some initial nervousness—she wasn’t nervous, I noticed; she must have done this with Peter all the time—we began to enjoy making our homemade sex videos together, always taping over each recording with our next session so it was just the one tape, not, God forbid, a homemade porn library. Though Rachel seemed to enjoy watching them afterwards, I was too embarrassed to look for long. Still, there was something about having that voyeuristic eye staring at us dispassionately as we went at it that was an aphrodisiac in itself. 
 
   “Just think, Benja-me-me,” she said one afternoon, the camera on us. “Someday when we’re old and gray we can look back and see the way we were.”
 
   “Won’t that just depress us?” I asked.
 
   “It’ll inspire us!”
 
   It was an odd thought—an older self looking at the intimate activities of his younger counterpart. I wondered what that would feel like. Would it seem that I was looking at myself, at me, or would I feel such distance from that long-haired boy in the video that he would feel completely separate, a stranger? Were we one “self” throughout life, or many? What would an older model of me think of the Benjamin Fall I was now?
 
   Rachel and I wrote together, too—not collaboratively, but lying on the sofa or in bed together, me with my writing pad and pencil, she with her spiral-bound notebook and pen. It was an exhilarating feeling—an intimate one. I’d never imagined that I could write much of anything with another person in the room; I certainly never could have with Sherry. But with Rachel it was different. We could lay around for hours, generally with nothing on, each of us scribbling away. I was very aware that she was far ahead of me artistically, but the fact was that neither of us had published anything, so in that sense we were in the same boat. And we were both fiercely devoted to the process.
 
   It’s true that, as enveloped as we were in each other, Sherry and Peter had not vanished utterly from either of our minds. More than once I would wake in the middle of the night to feel the bed shaking and to hear Rachel’s soft weeping next to me in the darkness. I didn’t cry much myself, but there were times I woke in the morning and reached over, instinctively expecting to touch Sherry, expecting her wildly streaming hair, her soft and pliable and familiar body—after all, I was still sleeping in the same room, same bed—only to be shocked at the small, hard shoulder I found under my palm and the small, hard body I discovered next to me. It would take me only an instant to right myself, to regain my equilibrium, but in that instant a cold shrieking wind seemed to pass through me, a wind that somehow said, This cannot be—an instant in which I desired nothing more than to find Sherry O’Shea there with me again, to rediscover that everything had gone back to the way it had been, that nothing had changed in my life or ever would.
 
   News of Sherry and Peter eventually came through Alice, who called one evening.
 
   “Ben?” she said. “What happened?”
 
   “With what?”
 
   “Don’t give me ‘with what’? With Sherry. I just talked to Mrs. O’Shea. She says Sherry’s somewhere in the Southwest, traveling with some guy. Some guy who is not you.”
 
   “We broke up,” I said simply.
 
   “Wow. For good?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “I always liked Sherry.”
 
   “So did I.”
 
   “Mrs. O’Shea says she’s talking about coming back home and then maybe going to San Francisco State in the fall.”
 
   “That’s nice.”
 
   “Gosh, I’m awfully sorry to hear about this, little brother. Are you okay there, all by yourself?”
 
    “I’m okay,” I said. “I got a new roommate.”
 
   “Well, that’s good. Does he pay his share of the rent?”
 
   I don’t know what it was, but something in me wanted to keep Rachel absolutely private. I didn’t want Alice to know, or Dad, or anybody. So I didn’t correct her.
 
   “Yep,” I said, “the rent gets paid.”
 
   “Has Dad told you that we’re moving?”
 
   That took me aback. “No. Moving? No. I haven’t talked to him in months.”
 
   “We are. He’s sold the house.”
 
   “Moving? Sis, where? Why?”
 
   “His job has transferred him to Washington. Washington, D.C. Well, they didn’t transfer him. They offered him the possibility of a job there. He’s decided to take it.”
 
   “Jesus Christ. The house is sold?”
 
   “They haven’t closed on it yet, but yeah, they made an offer.”
 
   “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe nobody told me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ben. I’ve been busy.”
 
   “I guess so. What are you going to do?”
 
   “Me? I’m going along.”
 
   “To Washington, D.C.? Why?”
 
   “Look, I was already considering George Mason as one university I might transfer to. George Washington is good, too. They’re both in D.C. It makes sense for me. And I don’t want to leave him alone. It wouldn’t be good for him.”
 
   “Alice—”
 
   “I know what you’re going to say. Don’t, okay?”
 
   I fell silent. First Sherry. Now what remained of my family. All gone.
 
   “Ben? Are you there?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “You’re not crying, are you, Ben?”
 
   “No. I’m not crying.”
 
   # # #
 
   One night in bed, curled up under my arm, Rachel asked, “Do you miss her?” “No,” I said.
 
   She looked at me. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Sure I’m sure.”
 
   She looked dubious. “Not at all? Ever?”
 
   “Well, what about you? And Peter?”
 
   She buried her face against my chest. “A little bit. Sometimes.”
 
   The words hurt me, even though I knew they were the only possible honest answer. 
 
   After a long time I admitted, “I miss Sherry a little bit too. Sometimes.”
 
   “Sex is better with you, though, Benja-me-me.” She smiled.
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “Yeah. Definitely. Peter’s a bigger guy than you—” she touched my crotch gently—“but not where it counts.”
 
   “I thought size didn’t matter.”
 
   “Ha! Propaganda to make little guys feel better. No, that’s not really what I mean, though. It’s—I don’t know. You love me. Don’t you?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “Peter didn’t. Not really.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “But I think that’s the difference. You love me. We love each other.”
 
   “Sherry loved me,” I said.
 
   “Was she better in bed than I am?”
 
   “No,” I said, honestly. 
 
   She chuckled. “We’ve got this fucking thing down pretty good, don’t we?”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “I mean, Jesus Christ. We’re intense.”
 
   “We are.”
 
   “Has it ever been like this for you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Me neither.” She kissed my chest. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   “Love me more.”
 
   “You want to fuck again? I’m still worn out from last time.”
 
   “No. I didn’t say fuck me more. I said love me more.”
 
   “I love you as much as I can love you. More than I’ve loved anybody. Ever.” And yet as I said it, I wasn’t sure that it was true. How could I compare this abrupt explosion of a relationship with the years and years with Sherry? They weren’t the same thing. 
 
   “Is that true?”
 
   “Of course it’s true.”
 
   I was surprised to see that she’d begun to cry, softly. Her tears moistened my chest.
 
   “I love you,” she said, “I swear to God, I do, Ben. Benjamin. Benja-me-me.”
 
   “Well, I love you too.”
 
   “Please don’t stop. Please don’t stop loving me. Whatever happens. Love me forever. Promise you’ll love me forever. Please.”
 
   “Hey, what is this? Rachel? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.” She shook her head, smiled shakily. “Nothing’s wrong.”
 
   “Well, I’ll love you forever.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She hugged me, clinging tightly, pushing herself against me. “I promise I’ll love you forever, too. Forever and ever.” But she did not stop crying.
 
   # # #
 
   “Have I ever told you,” she said one night, “about my sister?”
 
   I drew my eyes away from the paper on which I was scribbling part of a story and looked at her. “Your sister? You said you were an only child. You have a sister?”
 
   “Had.”
 
   “She died?”
 
   “As an newborn,” she said, tracing the hairs on my chest with her finger. “She didn’t even live a day. She was older than me, so I never knew her. She was born years before I was.”
 
   “What did she die of?”
 
   “I’m not sure I know exactly,” she said. “Dad said she was born prematurely and was taken out of the incubator too soon. But who knows.”
 
   “That’s sad. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Back in Harman I have a safety deposit box,” she said reflectively. “In the bank there. Not much in it. Just Dad’s life insurance papers, some other legal shit. But I have a few things connected to her. I have her birth certificate with her little footprints on it. And a death certificate. And a photo.”
 
   “Well, it’s nice,” I ventured, “that you have a photo.”
 
   “It’s a photo of her in her coffin.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Before they cremated her. It always made me angry that they didn’t put up a marker. There’s no headstone or anything. I don’t know what they did with the ashes. They never told me. I’ve always been sad that I could never find her. I used to walk out into the fields at night and imagine that I would discover her out there, a ghost, and that we’d run around and play together. She’d be like my secret friend.”
 
   “There were no records?” I asked. “In your dad’s things?”
 
   “Only what I mentioned,” she said. “No record of the disposal of the ashes. So it’s like...she could be anywhere, you know?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Rachel.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it. Want to know my sister’s name?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Her name was Rachel Lynn Blackburn.”
 
   I looked at her. “Are you kidding?”
 
   She shook her head. “If we were in Harman I could show you the birth certificate.”
 
   “Your parents gave you the same name as your dead sister?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Wow. That’s...I don’t know if it’s touching or ghoulish.”
 
   “A little of both, maybe.”
 
   “It must be...weird.”
 
   “I don’t think about it much,” she said. “Sometimes. Sometimes it feels like I’m living her life for her, you know? Like it’s really her life I’m living.”
 
   I held her. “I’m glad you’re here, anyway,” I said, attempting a smile, “whoever you are.”
 
   “I’ve been writing something about her,” she said, turning over to the little table next to the bed and taking up her notebook. “Want to see it?”
 
   “Sure. If you want to show it to me.”
 
   She rifled through the chaos of papers sticking this way and that out of the book until she came to the sheets she was looking for. 
 
   “It’s a little rough,” she said, handing me the papers. “I’ll take a shower while you read it.” She got up and padded to the bathroom. In a moment I heard the water running.
 
   I began to read.
 
    
 
   “What There Is”
 
   by Rachel Lynn Blackburn
 
    
 
   What there is
 
   is three pieces of paper:
 
    
 
   certificate of birth, 8:19 a.m.,
 
   second Tuesday in July;
 
    
 
   and of death, 4:23 p.m., 
 
   same day, “9 hours” typed
 
    
 
   antiseptically under Length of Stay
 
   in This City or Town;
 
    
 
   and the third—
 
   head and two hands
 
    
 
   engulfed in waves of
 
   Kodak satin
 
    
 
   in a coffin smaller
 
   than any coffin should be.
 
    
 
   I speak to her sometimes,
 
   this little big sister—parents
 
    
 
   dead now too, and buried and burned
 
   with them answers, or what we take
 
    
 
   for answers. At times
 
   I dream I find her grave open
 
    
 
   in moonlight, her powdery bones
 
   left to splinter and crumble
 
    
 
   in spitting rain. At times
 
   I dream I hold her in my arms,
 
    
 
   still a baby, but my arms are air,
 
   as they are also when I’m awake.
 
    
 
   I speak to her sometimes
 
   to fill the hole that is my life,
 
    
 
   yet in speaking the hole
 
   only widens. O Rachel,
 
    
 
   O paper, ink, and footprints,
 
   what there is for me
 
    
 
   of love, what is it
 
   I so need to tell you?
 
    
 
   There’s nothing to say, and no one
 
   to say it to, and yet there is
 
    
 
   this need, this wild hunger raging
 
   in the place my heart should be,
 
    
 
   to tell you, to say it,
 
   to let you know.
 
    
 
   When I looked up, having read it through several times, I was surprised to see that she was out of the shower already, toweling off her hair in the doorway and looking at me.
 
   “Bad?” she said.
 
   “Good,” I said. “More than good.”
 
   “Aw.” She bounded over suddenly and leapt onto the bed. “You wouldn’t think that if I didn’t fuck you so well.”
 
   “Yes, I would.” I studied the pages. “It must have been—hard. To write.”
 
   “Hard?” She shook her head vehemently. “The hard part was living it, Benja-me-me. Writing it was easy. My writing is only good when it’s easy. It just sort of came out of me,” she said, “like diarrhea.” She took the pages from me and looked at them. “So just remember, the next time we have sex, that you’re sort of fucking a dead girl too.”
 
   “Now that’s really morbid. Even by your standards.”
 
   “Ha! Well, I didn’t mean it literally. You know what I mean.”
 
   “Let’s find out if I do.”
 
   We made love for a while. I didn’t feel I was fucking a dead girl, yet there was a sense—a sense I would never acknowledge to her—of Rachel as being somehow far away from me, unknowable, some essential part of her closed even as we went at it as athletically as ever. And when we were finished, when she rolled to her side and vanished into a deep slumber, yes, there was a moment, looking at her little naked form curled up atop the sheets, that it seemed as if I were looking not at a live young woman but at a frail shade, someone with one foot here and one already poised to step into another world, a spirit world, a world of distant ghosts, her true home.
 
   # # #
 
   Something began to happen between us.
 
   “Hit me,” she said one night in bed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Hit me. When we’re fucking. I want to know what it feels like.”
 
   “Are you kidding?”
 
   “No. Just hit me. Slap me in the face. Slap me in the face right when I’m coming. And turn the camera on. So I can watch later.”
 
   “Why? I’m not going to do that.”
 
   “I want you to.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I just want to know what it feels like.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Benja-me-me...”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Shit,” she said, turning away from me. “You’re no fun.”
 
   # # #
 
   Such moments—there were more than one—passed quickly. For the most part, Rachel continued to be the delightful companion she’d been since our relationship had begun; I’ve rarely laughed as much with anyone, thought admittedly some of it was gallows humor. She would read book after book about the Holocaust, sharing aloud particularly gruesome facts and stories, sometimes giggling as she read. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, particularly when she managed to get me giggling, too. I was aware that there was nothing funny about it, yet that, perhaps, was what made us laugh: our own reality was so inescapably different, so romantic, sexual, alive, that reading about such ghastly things seemed comical in comparison. We weren’t laughing at the victims, we were laughing at our own good fortune, the miraculous fate that put us here, where we were, when there were so many other times and places we might have been. 
 
   My school load was light during the summer, so we took quick trips here and there. Once we drove down to L.A.—Rachel finally made it—to see the punk band X playing at the Whiskey a-Go-Go on the Sunset Strip. Rachel had insisted that I listen to their records with her, and I had to admit the intensity, even the brilliance of what I heard. Songs like “Johnny Hit and Run Pauline” were revelations to me, musically and lyrically. I felt I finally understood what Rachel had been trying to do with the late, lamented Motherfuckers.
 
   I understood better still during the show, when she and I were packed in with several hundred punks with black leather, green hair and Mohawks, all of them screaming the lyrics back at the band during every song, jumping onto the stage and then sky-surfing back off again into the raised hands of the audience. It was loud, rude, sweaty, raucous. I’d been to concerts over the years, Fleetwood Mac (Sherry’s favorite) and Pink Floyd, but nothing had prepared me for the raw quality of a punk show. It struck me that nowhere did I smell pot smoke—an unimaginable thing at most rock concerts. I pointed this out to Rachel.
 
   “That’s because they’re all on speed!” she shouted in my ear, helpfully.
 
   “Are you?” I shouted back.
 
   “Shit no! I’m on acid!” And with that she marched to the front, near the bass player, and jumped up onto the stage, gave everyone a quick wave, and dived—literally dived, like a swimmer—into the crowd. I was terrified she’d be trampled, but all these rowdy drugged-out people caught her and placed her gently down.
 
   “That was fun!” she shouted. “Why don’t you do it?”
 
   “Because I’m not on acid!” I shouted back. “And I’m not on speed!”
 
   “You’re no fun, Benja-me-me!” she yelled, laughing.
 
   But that was the only time we attended such an event. Mostly we were busy at home: as our rent ran out we had to search for another apartment, which we eventually found on East Sola Street, which at that time represented the closest thing Santa Barbara had to a “bad part of town.” It wasn’t bad, actually, but it was old and run-down, and our tiny apartment—one bedroom this time—had more than one cockroach flitting about when the lights were off. The stove and oven appeared to be from the 1950s. The carpet had old cigarette burns. But it was cheap, and our neighbors weren’t bums, simply low-end working people: fast-food employees, guys who worked at car washes or did day labor. Some college students, too. I missed our original apartment badly—it was palatial by the standards of our new one—yet we were at the age that such a diminution in living standards could be treated as a joke. 
 
   In truth, we had fun there. Rachel especially liked the lax rules on noise, which allowed her to blast the Ramones and the Clash and the Sex Pistols at whatever volume she wanted. (Luckily she needed quiet in order to write and have sex, as did I.) Neighbors would come by and stay for hours, drinking our beer or bringing their own. None of these people meant anything to either of us; it was just that kind of place, that’s all. A hangout. We went to their apartments just as casually to drink or smoke weed, listen to records, watch TV. (I discovered in this period that watching That’s Incredible! while high was an experience not to be missed.) 
 
   But amidst these drug-fueled and salacious adventures we worked too, especially late at night, after we’d had sex and after the various neighbors’ parties had quieted. At two or three in the morning we’d be scribbling away by the light of our two little lamps, munching crackers or potato chips and sharing a can of Orange Crush or Mountain Dew. 
 
   I’d read enough old novels to know that I was slowly drifting into what would once have been called a “dissolute” life. I was clearly drinking too much, smoking too much pot. But I was having too much fun to worry about it.
 
   “Do you think,” she asked one night, mock-serious, “that we’ll look back on this years from now and think these were the best years of our lives?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, smiling. “I hope not. It’s great, but I hope it’s not all downhill from here.”
 
   “Do you see a future?”
 
   “A future?”
 
   “Yeah. For us.”
 
   “Well...everybody has a future.”
 
   “Except dead people.”
 
   “Well, except dead people.”
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   Something began to happen between us.
 
   “Rachel?”
 
   “Mm.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Mm.”
 
   “Are you? Rachel?”
 
   “...I’m okay. Let me sleep.”
 
   “You don’t look very good. Did you take something?”
 
   “...Always take something.”
 
   “C’mon. Get up.”
 
   “Uh-uh. Leave me alone.”
 
   “Open your eyes.”
 
   “Leave me alone. I’m okay...just some pills.”
 
   “What kind of pills?”
 
   “Sleeping pills. The ones in the medicine cabinet.”
 
   “We have sleeping pills?”
 
   “...Peter’s.”
 
   “How many did you take?”
 
   “I dunno...Not many.”
 
   “Can you stand up?”
 
   “Don’t want to...sleepy.”
 
   “Rachel, you look sick. You’re too pale.”
 
   “Shut up. Lemme sleep.”
 
   “If you can’t get up I’m going to call 911.”
 
   “Lemme sleep.”
 
   “Come on. It’s up or the paramedics are coming. Your choice.”
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   “Okay. I’m going to call now.”
 
   “Wait. I’ll get up. Jesus. I just want to fucking sleep.”
 
   “I’ll help you.”
 
   “’S okay.”
 
   “There. You’re sitting up. Can you stand?”
 
   “Don’t want to.”
 
   “Can you? Can you get to the bathroom?”
 
   “Mm.”
 
   “Hold your head up. Come on.”
 
   “Bastard. I just wanna sleep.”
 
   “Up. Come on. Good. Hey, you opened your eyes. Good job.”
 
   “I’m okay, Benja-me-me...me-me...me-me-me.”
 
   “Come on. Time to take a cold shower. Drink some water. Wake up.”
 
   “I’m awake, I’m awake. Why do you want me awake? Middle of the night...”
 
   “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon.”
 
   “...Early.”
 
   “You had the breakfast shift today. You were supposed to be in at seven.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I covered for you. I left you alone this morning and went in. I just thought you were sleepy.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Shit, Rachel. Sleeping pills? How long has this been going on?”
 
   “Not long. I need ’em to sleep. Too much speed.”
 
   “Stop taking speed and you won’t need sleeping pills.”
 
   “Smart ass.”
 
   “And since when have you been taking so much speed? I thought you just took it now and then...”
 
   “I’m up. I’m up, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   # # #
 
   She started missing work more often. Sometimes I could cover for her, but since we frequently had the same schedule, I couldn’t always. She slept a lot, did a lot of drugs—some I knew about (pot, speed, LSD), some I no doubt didn’t. At times I would come home to find her in rather mysterious conversations on the phone with people I didn’t seem to quite know, though at least twice that I recall she was talking to Peter and crying.
 
   I could see she was falling apart, but didn’t have any idea how to deal with it. She would rally; she still had many good days, when she was bright and focused, when she would go to work on time and do well, when she was ready for writing and love at the end of the day. 
 
   “You really need to send out your poems,” I said, trying to encourage her. “I’m going to do it, if you don’t. I’ll type up some of your best ones and send them to a good literary journal. See if I don’t.”
 
   “Ha! You don’t have the balls.”
 
   “My balls have slapped against your privates often enough that you should know I do.”
 
   “You have a point. I dunno. They’re not ready. They’re not as good as you think they are.”
 
   “They’re good.”
 
   She shrugged. “Maybe. I’ll get around to it someday. And if they take one we’re going to have a party like you’ve never seen.”
 
   “Well...maybe you need to slow down on the partying, Rachel.”
 
   “Oh, don’t be a poopy drawers.”
 
   “I’m not. It’s just...”
 
   “Jesus Christ, Benja-me-me, I come from the High Plains of fucking North Dakota. I lived there! For eighteen years! I feel like—like I have to make up for lost time, you know? Like it’s time to live.”
 
   “That’s what I want, too. For you to live.”
 
   “Shit. Stop worrying. I’m fine.”
 
   “You don’t look fine. Have you noticed the rings under your eyes?”
 
   “So I’m a raccoon. What of it?”
 
   “Rachel...”
 
   “I just need more sleep, that’s all. Really. That’s all it is. Sleep.”
 
   # # #
 
   Once I dreamed we were having sex when she became nauseous and threw up on both of us. I woke to find vomit all over the bed and Rachel next to me, unconscious.
 
   # # #
 
   “I never knew.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “What you told the doctor. That you once tried to kill yourself.”
 
   “Yeah, well. I didn’t do a very good job. That was back in Fargo. Feels like a million years ago.” She held up her left wrist. “You can hardly make them out now, but there are two little white scars—see?”
 
   “Yes. You’re right, they’re almost invisible. I never noticed them.”
 
   “I didn’t slice deep enough.”
 
   “Jesus, Rachel.”
 
   “Hey,” she smiled, “that’s all in the past. Now shut up and fuck me.”
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   “The Burning Girl”
by Benjamin Fall
 
   When she came, he no longer remembered. It seemed they had been together every day and night of their lives, since time itself began; but dimly, softly in the distant chambers of his mind he recalled growing up: boyhood, school: softly, dimly. None of it made any difference now. Not since she’d come.
 
   She: in bed now, lips twitching in shallow sleep. Her face sweat-slick, hair greasy and splayed across the pillow like strands of rotting rope. She was naked, with only a damp sheet partly covering her; but no one, walking into the room now, would particularly notice her nudity. 
 
   Instead they would see her scars. Up and down her cheeks in vertical lines, across her neck in black blotches, down her shoulders and breasts and arms and hands in angry blue and black flame-patterns—scars were everywhere on her body, some old and time-hardened, others fresh and raw and still oozing sticky translucent liquid. 
 
   She was waking now, kicking at the sheets and moaning. He watched her eyelids flutter. He knew better than to try to apply ointments or damp cloths to her body; they only, she said, made it worse. Instead he simply waited as the fluttering became more rapid, then slowed. At last her eyes opened.
 
   “I’m so hot,” she whispered. 
 
   It was what she always said. The room was cool.  
 
   He held a glass of water to her cracked lips. She swallowed.  An odd, unpleasant odor emanated from her, part perspiration, part urine, part...what? 
 
   Burning flesh, he knew. That was it. It was impossible, but she smelled as if her flesh were burning at this moment, in front of him. He had been aware of it before but it had never been as strong as this and he had never been able to identify it. Now he could. He looked at her.
 
   “Better?” he asked, placing the water glass on the table beside them.
 
   “A little.” She sat up, grunting painfully. “Could you turn on the air conditioner?”
 
   “It’s already on. And the fan.”
 
   “Oh.” She scowled. “Okay.”
 
   She’d had scars, of course, when he first met her—whenever that had been. He’d noticed them first on her hands, thin gray pencil lines which snaked around her palms and fingers.  There were lines on her face, too—so pale as to be hardly noticeable. The first time they’d gone to bed together he’d seen the other scars too. But they were light as well, nothing like they were now. She’d been self-conscious about them: “Do I look too awful?” she’d asked. Of course he’d said she was beautiful. And she was, in a strange way. Like, he thought, a Greek statue, broken, in ruins, yet hauntingly graceful and true.
 
   “Robert?” she said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you love me?”
 
   For a long moment he said nothing.
 
   “Do you?” she said.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Do you mean it?”
 
   “Of course I mean it, Robin.”
 
   Robert and Robin: too cute for words.
 
   “Are they worse today?” she asked.
 
   He looked at her shoulders and breasts. “It’s hard to tell.”
 
   But they were worse every day. They both knew that. What was different now was the smell, the terrible, acrid smell of burning which filled the room.
 
   “I’m so hot,” she said.
 
   He picked up an old newspaper from the floor and fanned her gently with it. 
 
   “Will you go out today?” she asked.
 
   “I have to. There’s no food.” 
 
   She looked at him. “Please don’t be gone long.”
 
   # # #
 
   Being out in the world, among people, was unreal now. It was if they—all those anonymous others—were automatons, or rather holograms: illusions. He felt as if they were all underwater, as if the world itself were, and he somehow glided through it untouched, unaffected. He bought oranges, apples, bread, different types of drinks. The paper sack felt strange in his hands, like putty or clay, as he carried it back to the apartment. When he arrived he found her asleep again, grinding her teeth, head moving slowly back and forth, hands clenched into fists, balling up the sheets and pulling at them.
 
   # # #
 
   “Robert?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are they worse today?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell.”
 
   “Be honest.”
 
   “It’s hard to tell.”
 
   He listened to the air conditioner humming, felt the gentle swooping wind of the overhead fan on his face.
 
   “I’m so hot,” she said.
 
   # # #
 
   It had started not long after she’d moved in—whenever that was. He’d taken the scarred girl in and they lived as a normal couple for a time. They made love, ordered Chinese takeout, went to movies. When he went to work in the morning she would stay home and sometimes, on her good days, she made a meal for them in the evening. (She wasn’t much of a cook, but she could throw together simple ingredients well enough.) He never asked her about the scars, assuming she would tell him when she was ready. But she was never ready. 
 
   She did say other things. She told him about growing up in the High Plains, about losing her parents, about her dead sister, about the relatives she lived with throughout her adolescence; and about kicking across the country alone, aimlessly, imagining that someday she would arrive in Hollywood and “be discovered.” 
 
   “But nobody discovered me, Robert,” she’d said once, wanly, “until you did.”
 
   It had taken some time for him to realize that her scars were gradually becoming worse. 
 
   There was no explanation for it. She’d gone to doctors—or she said that she had—who looked at her quizzically and gave her some basic medicines for burns. And she did have a few old prescription bottles in the bathroom, half-filled with pills she never took. Not long after they’d moved in together she’d begun to have long weeping bouts, awful long howlings. He would hold her, comfort her, quiet her. But they always came back. She seemed to him to be in some kind of pain he could never understand, never even theoretically comprehend: such hurt, such loss, such breakage. 
 
   He’d resolved to save her. He made her eat well, exercise. They went for long walks together, mostly far from the main streets where people would turn and stare at the girl with the scars. Instead they strolled in woods, near lakes. They ate at roadside restaurants. He told jokes, which brightened her. They had good days.
 
   But always—always—her sorrow returned. The weeping. The screaming into her pillow. The ever-darkening scars. 
 
   He no longer believed that he could save her.
 
   # # #
 
   Watching her day after day, night upon night, he found his mind wandering into strange, crepuscular places, toward shadow-haunted memories he’d not thought of in decades, old pains and sadnesses and humiliations. He was helpless, he knew. Trapped. No, he could not save her.
 
   # # #
 
   “Robert?”
 
   “How—how do you feel?”
 
   A pause. “I’m so hot.”
 
   The smell was overwhelming in the room now. As he looked at her it seemed as if she must literally burst into flames at any moment, the burning odor was so powerful. He could see few of her features now; she was covered over almost completely with the awful blue-black scars.
 
   “Robert?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Will—will you make love to me?”
 
   “Robin...you’re not...you can’t...”
 
   “I want you to.”
 
   “I’m afraid to touch you.”
 
   “Don’t be. It’s all right. Please.”
 
   “I’ll hurt you.”
 
   “You won’t.”
 
   He lay beside her, studying her charred, leathery face. He reached to place a hand on her shoulder but drew back. He realized suddenly that he was crying, that he had been crying for a very long time.
 
   # # #
 
   He had a dream: flame-spark, smoke-swirl, long screams reverberating through caverns of hollow darkness. His mother was there, drunk, accusing, eyes huge and glowering and spiraling wildly like kaleidoscopes. His father, teeth big and gleaming and sharp as a saber-toothed tiger’s, reaching to him, ripping at his hair, pulling him, shaking him. No-good shit-eater! Useless  punk! He woke: but the waking was not different from the dreaming, not now: he was everything they’d said, he knew. There was the incontrovertible evidence, there before him: the girl, the burning girl, motionless now. 
 
   Was she dead? he wondered. He couldn’t be sure. Perhaps she was breathing, very shallowly. Perhaps there was movement in her eyelids. He leaned to her chest and thought he sensed a heartbeat. But it could be his own heart that he was hearing. Perhaps there was no difference between them now, their two hearts together, beating, not-beating.
 
   Sweat-drenched, he turned onto his back and stared at the fan spinning overhead. He was very hot. Then he glanced toward her once more. She looked no different. The odor of burning was sickeningly strong. 
 
   The moving air felt strange on his skin, somehow. He wondered about it. After a time he raised his hands and looked at them, the blades of the fan behind appearing to slice at them again and again, endlessly.
 
   His hands were covered with scars.
 
   9
 
   Much of it is a blank to me now. The middle of the night, darkness. Weeping. A great deal of weeping. She was fired from the restaurant.
 
   # # #
 
   “Alice?”
 
   “Hey, little bro. How’s it going?”
 
   “I—fine. I just thought I’d call...”
 
   “So how’s life?”
 
   “Life’s life’s good.”
 
   “How’s the roommate working out?”
 
   “Good...good.”
 
   “Keeping the rent paid?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You okay? You sound kind of...”
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   “Sure?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   # # #
 
   Frozen, helpless, I carried out my tasks at school and at the restaurant like an automaton. I couldn’t bring myself to try to take her to a hospital, though I knew that was what she needed. I searched every day for signs that she was recovering: a better-than-average appetite for breakfast, her laughter at a TV sitcom, her managing to get dressed and going out to the store. I clung to such things because there were few of them by that point. Mostly she stayed in bed, or else she sluffed about the apartment naked or in a ratty old bathrobe of mine. She smoked a lot, cigarettes and weed. So did I. 
 
   I never showed her “The Burning Girl.”
 
   But she seemed quite vividly present when we were in bed together. She’d stopped writing—so had I—but at night we still fucked as physically as before, especially if we turned on the video camera. I never hit her, as she asked for again and again. Nonetheless our sex had a violent quality to it that was as disturbing as it was addictive. She begged me to do things which couldn’t possibly bring her any pleasure, things that could only cause pain. I did them—at least some of them. I found myself growing angry during sex, feeling all my rage and frustration—at Rachel, at Sherry, at my own life—pouring itself out, and I would grab her bodily, hurl her onto the bed, fuck her fast and hard and dirty, practically rape her. But she encouraged me all the way. I would be satiated by the end, and disgusted. Later she would watch the tape, the glow from the television screen illuminating her smiling face.
 
   # # #
 
   A bright late-summer day, early September, the light broken and splintered by the sycamores and tanbark oaks all around us. We’ve taken a drive into the foothills, a few miles from home, then left the car just off a side road and tromped a couple of hundred yards into a densely-wooded area covered with old leaves and faded blossoms. Sugar bush, snow drops. We find a tiny trickle of a river, the sunlight flashing off it and dazzling our eyes. We can no longer see the car; it feels as if we’ve trundled into deep wilderness. Rachel has been unresponsive much of the day, managing only monosyllabic answers to my questions: Should we go out for lunch? Do you want to go downtown? Would you like to go for a drive? She hasn’t bathed in two days, and looks slightly odd without her various piercings—she doesn’t bother with them now, instead leaving them in a little pile on the table by the bed. She can hardly be bothered to get out of bed at all except to go to the refrigerator or drop down in front of the TV for a while. I used a payphone the day before to call some mental health facilities, to try to get some idea of what to do; they all told me to “bring her in,” but I have no idea how to broach the subject to her. I’m afraid of her exploding, running out the door, leaving me: I can’t imagine the apartment empty, without her, myself alone, perhaps forever.
 
   I manage to get her into the car, though she evinces no particular enthusiasm for driving anywhere. She perks up, though, as we enter the foothills, which are heartbreakingly gorgeous this time of year. 
 
   “Want to walk a bit?” I ask.
 
   She shrugs. It’s better than a “no,” so I find a place to pull off the road and we go exploring. It’s easy, in the Santa Barbara foothills, to step only a few yards from the road and feel you’ve arrived in some unspoiled Eden: it feels that way now, the two of us crunching the leaves and twigs under our feet. Rachel scowls intensely, her eyes on her feet as she walks. It’s cool under the trees and then warm again when we come out into the sunlight. I hold her hand for a time; it rests listlessly within my own. Finally we stop at the tiny ribbon of river, or creek—it’s only a few inches wide, hardly there at all.
 
   Rachel sits, staring at the water. Her hair is askew, her face greasy. But she’s moving, at least, looking around, noticing things. It’s better than the zombie-like girl who occupies the apartment now.
 
   “Pretty,” I say at last, lamely.
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   After a while she sighs. She reaches to the water, cups some in her palms, and splashes it on her face.
 
   “Cold,” she says. “Feels good.” She takes another handful and drinks it. “Tastes good, too.”
 
   I try some myself. I’m surprised at how cold it is. The water is delicious. It seems to both relax and invigorate her: she sighs, stretches, drops down onto her back and stares up at the branch-broken sky.
 
   “Thanks for bringing me here,” she says. “It’s nice. It’s great.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I think I’m sort of missing...nature, you know? I never thought I would. I never thought I’d want to see dirt again. I had eighteen years of dirt.”
 
   “Nothing wrong with dirt,” I say, smiling, and dropping a few bits of it into her open palm.
 
   “I know. This is obviously totally different from North Dakota, but still, it’s the earth, you know? Dirt. Sky. Water. I don’t know, Benja-me-me. I feel lost.”
 
   She shakes the soil from her hand and takes mine, grasps it firmly. We both stare at the sky for a while. It’s lovely, being there with her, yet I feel myself overcome with sadness. Something feels fleeting about all of this. Too soon we will head back down the road, too soon we will return to the apartment and the darkness which seems to be enveloping her, us. 
 
   She turns toward me then, propping her head on her hand. She reaches to my pants, unzips my fly.
 
   “Here?” I say.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   She strokes me for a while. My body is slow to respond. Finally she stops and takes off her shirt. My hands roam. More clothes come off. Finally we’re naked atop the soft soil and leaves next to the creek. She gets on her hands and knees and I mount her from behind. It’s intoxicating, there in the middle of nature, under the fractured blue sky. But as we do it I realize that she has begun to cry. Sobs wrack the body before me.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   She doesn’t respond. Neither does she stop crying. Finally I pull away, all desire gone. I stand and move in front of her. She remains there, on all fours, weeping quietly.
 
   “Rachel?”
 
   She looks up, tears staining her face, her hair in her eyes. She grabs at me and pulls me to her, into her mouth.
 
   “Rachel...I don’t think I can...not with you like this.”
 
   She stops then and looks up at me. She doesn’t take her hand away. She has a firm hold on me.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” I say. “It’s okay. We’ll put on our clothes and...”
 
   “Piss on me,” she says.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Piss on me.”
 
   “Rachel, I’m not going to piss on you. Come on.”
 
   “I want you to.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Her grip tightens on me. “I won’t let you go,” she says.
 
   “Cut it out,” I say, trying to push her hand away. But her grip is strong. I look down at her. Her eyes are strange. She looks somehow different, wild, off. “Rachel, stop it. I mean it.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   I pull again, but this time she brings her other hand up and grabs my testicles.
 
   “Rachel, this isn’t funny.”
 
   “Piss on me. Piss on me and I’ll let you go.”
 
   “Rachel, goddamn it...”
 
   Her grip tightens on my balls. “I’m not kidding,” she says.
 
   “Rachel...”
 
   “That’s all you have to do.” She grins then, oddly, crookedly. Her grip on me tightens a little.
 
   I consider shoving her or kicking at her, but abruptly I find myself with an overwhelming need to urinate. It hits very quickly. No doubt Rachel’s grip has something to do with it.
 
   “Rachel, let me go.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “So am I. Just do it.”
 
   “Why? Why do you want me to?”
 
   “Because I’ve never done it.”
 
   “Rachel...”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   And then, God help me, the urge becomes impossible. A few drops of urine come painfully out, dribble in the space between us. She tightens her grip on my balls but loosens it on my penis. The flow rushes from me then. I watch appalled as she aims it into her face. She closes her eyes and it splashes into her hair, onto her forehead, down her cheeks. She grins weirdly. Then she looks up at me. She opens her mouth. The flow runs over her tongue, over her teeth. She swallows once, twice. At last, after what seems a dismal eternity, the flow ebbs and stops. 
 
   She lets me go. 
 
   I stagger away, disgusted with her, disgusted with myself. After a moment I look back at her again. She still hasn’t moved. Our eyes meet. She keeps grinning at me. Finally her expression changes, grows dark, and her head jerks. She vomits then. Once, twice, three times. Awful retching sounds. I just stare at her, hopelessly adrift, without the slightest idea of what to do or why. 
 
   Eventually she looks up again, the mad gleam in her eyes and the grin again on her face. Strings of translucent vomit hang from the corners of her mouth, slowly stretching to the ground.
 
   Then she says, in a hoarse and raspy voice: “Let’s do it again.”
 
   10
 
   “Let’s fuck,” she whispered into my ear, some days or weeks later.
 
   “I don’t want to. Not the—the ways we’ve been doing it, Rachel. Not those ways. It’s—”
 
   “It’s okay. C’mere. I understand. We’ll make love.”
 
   “Like we used to?”
 
   “Like we used to.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Uh-huh.” She looked at me, her naked face thoughtful and affectionate. “Turn on the camera. We always do it better when the camera’s on.”
 
   I put in the tape and turned on the camera. She sat up, stroked me gently for a few minutes. 
 
   “I love you, Benja-me-me,” she said quietly. “I swear to God I do.”
 
   Finally I got into bed with her. It was slow, it was sweet. It was gentler than we’d ever done it, as if we were two broken vessels only just held together with glue and masking tape, threatening at any moment to crack, to shatter. We were careful with each other. There was no anger, no aggression, no need to hurt or be hurt. The touches were tentative. The kisses were soft. She came quietly, sighing, and then I did. 
 
   I switched off the camera and we lay in each other’s arms for a long time. I couldn’t have known, then, that it would be the last time we would ever do this, the last time forever.
 
   # # #
 
   A few days later it rained.
 
   The bed sheets had shit stains, piss stains, blood stains, come splatters, bits of stale food all over them. I didn’t care. I’d missed shifts at work again and again. I missed classes. I didn’t know what day it was. Every day was like every other: darkness, light, darkness, Rachel next to me, above me, below, weeping, moaning, screaming in her sleep and when she was awake. Knocks came at the door: the rent was overdue. Mail was shoved under the door: the light bill, overdue. 
 
   “Fuck ’em,” she would mumble, burying her face against me. “Fuck them.”
 
   I remained just functional enough to keep things together. My workplace attendance, like my classroom attendance, was erratic. But I got there most of the time, waited on tables in a bleary daze, did enough homework to not fail classes. We were behind on bills but never so far behind that we were threatened with eviction, never so far that they shut off the electricity. That was autumn: lurching from one place to another, unaware of what I was doing and indifferent to it if I wasn’t with Rachel, if we weren’t together in bed, sleeping, dreaming, fucking. The days seemed to back into one another in a hazy, indeterminate jumble.
 
   But the day it rained I woke up and knew I had to do something.
 
   It never rains in Santa Barbara, at least in memory: of course it does. But never for very long, and it’s not a cold rain, so I didn’t own a raincoat or even an umbrella. Neither did most of the people I knew. It was a shock to realize that it was not just raining, but pouring torrentially. The sky was gray and half-dark. The sound of the rain hitting the window filled the bedroom.
 
   On the day it rained I woke up and realized that it was winter.
 
   The thought frightened me. I tried to remember the fall: there was almost nothing there in my mind, as if my synapses had all burned out. 
 
   What was happening to me? To us?
 
   I sat up in bed, looking down at her. Something about the unexpected sound of the rain had jolted me, allowed me to see things objectively for the first time in months. Rachel was on her stomach, her face toward me. I was shocked by at her appearance. She had lost weight, a lot of it: her spine seemed ready to push through her skin. Her hands seemed thin and spindly. The cheek that was upturned in sleep was sallow and sunken.
 
   The thought horrified me, but I couldn’t stop it from entering my brain. She looked like a Holocaust victim.
 
   “Oh my God,” I said aloud. “Oh my God.”
 
   I stood, suddenly scared of this place, this girl. Breathing quickly, I stepped to the bathroom and showered and brushed my teeth. That helped. Then I went to the kitchen and ate an orange.
 
   “You up?” I heard from the bedroom, a weak croak.
 
   “I’m up.”
 
   “Come back to bed.”
 
   I stepped back into the bedroom and surveyed the filth of the bed we’d been sharing. I sat next to her and touched her shoulder.
 
   “Rachel?”
 
   “Hm.” 
 
   “Listen.”
 
   “To what?”
 
   “Listen, we...I think we need to do something here.”
 
   She turned her face to me. “What?”
 
   “This.” I gestured to the bed. “All this.”
 
   “You want to wash the sheets?”
 
   “Yes, but...more than that.”
 
   She turned over then, looked at me. Her eyes were half-closed and the edges were crusted with yellow matter.
 
   “What do you mean, Benja-me-me?” Her voice was low, weak.
 
   “We need to get out of this bedroom. When was the last time you went out?”
 
   “I dunno. Couple days ago?”
 
   “I think it’s been over a week.”
 
   She shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   “We have to do...something. We can’t continue like this.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “The rent’s barely getting paid. We’ve got nothing in the bank.”
 
   “So, I’ll get a job.”
 
   I looked at her. “You? Have you seen the shape you’re in?”
 
   “You’re not such a prize yourself, hippie boy.”
 
   “I know it. That’s what I’m saying.”
 
   “What are you suggesting, then?”
 
   “Just that...” And suddenly I realized that I didn’t know what I was suggesting. “I don’t—we just need to get up, Rachel.”
 
   “We get up.”
 
   “I mean...the way we used to be. Both of us working, running around—and writing. Whatever happened to writing?”
 
   “I ran out of ideas. You write, if you want to. I don’t care.”
 
   “Rachel...” I leaned down to her. She smelled bad, like old sweat and other, worse things. I was crying. She put her pale arms around me.
 
   “I just think...” I murmured, “that we need...”
 
   “Shh. Don’t ruin it.”
 
   I stayed quiet for a while. 
 
   “It’s raining,” she said at last. “It’s funny that it’s raining. It never rains here.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Do you think it’ll ever stop?”
 
   “Someday.”
 
   “Maybe it won’t. Maybe it’ll rain for the rest of time.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Like the snow. The snow when my dad died. The snow that never stopped. It never bothered to stop, even when he died. It just kept snowing.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Maybe the rain will be like that. Maybe we’ll need a lifeboat. An ark.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Do you think it’s raining where Peter and Sherry are?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know where they are. Have you talked to Peter?”
 
   “Not in a long time. They were in Texas then.”
 
   “My sister told me Sherry was going to go home to her parents, but that was ages ago.” I tried to picture her in that house across the way, each of us speaking softly into our tin-can telephone. If she’d followed through on what Alice had said, she’d be at San Francisco State by now. I wondered if she and Peter were still together. But I refused to call the my sister or the O’Sheas. I’d been aborted one day—both Rachel and I had. Aborted from people’s lives. We were what was left after others ran recklessly away. The leftovers, the dregs. The forsaken ones. 
 
   We were silent for a time.
 
   “Let’s get up,” I suggested finally. “Let’s go for a walk. Then we can come back and go grocery shopping and do the laundry. Wash these sheets.”
 
   “A walk in the rain?”
 
   “A walk in the rain.”
 
   “Okay.” But her voice contained no joy, no anticipation.  
 
   We got dressed and waited for the rain to let up a bit and walked out into a colorless, misty afternoon. We walked with no direction in mind. The streets looked strange, soaking wet. I could feel water tickling me at the back of my neck. Rachel had on a black T-shirt and ripped blue jeans; she looked much as she had when I first met her, except for the silver piercings she no longer wore. The rain made her face and hair glisten. She didn’t look at me. We just walked.
 
   After a while the rain began to pick up again, steel-colored clouds roll turbulently above us. Soon we were both soaked through. The rain fell so hard that it became difficult to see in front of us. 
 
   Finally I stopped and said—nearly shouted—“Where are we?”
 
   We looked around us. I realized that we’d arrived at the County Courthouse, the big white building with the gardens and Spanish-style archway and the clock tower which loomed over the street like a sentinel. The clock read a few minutes past four.
 
   “Want to go in?” I asked. “To get out of the rain?”
 
   She didn’t respond, instead turning and walking toward the entrance to the building. I followed her. Once we were inside the hushed halls the rain seemed far away. We wandered in the reception area for a few minutes, glancing aimlessly at brochures. We peeked into the Mural Room. It was very quiet; voices from elsewhere in the building reverberated distantly. 
 
   “Let’s go to the tower,” Rachel said. “Let’s see what everything looks like in the rain. I want to see.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   We took the stairs, slowly. 
 
   “Rachel?” I said as we walked.
 
   “Mm.”
 
   “Rachel, do you think we should make...make some decisions?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “I don’t know. The future.”
 
   “I don’t like thinking about the future.”
 
   “I know, but...”
 
   The stairs turned and we marched up a bit farther. Finally we arrived at the top and stepped out onto the red tiles. White pillars and archways were all around us, leading to the edge where one could look around and see the entire vista of the city from more than eighty feet up. We were alone together, wandering from one side to another, looking at a view which had become a vague cold stew of gray. Stepping to the edge and holding onto the black steel safety rails involved walking out from under the sheltered section of the tower, heading into rain again, so I hung back. Rachel stepped to the edge herself, her body framed in an archway. She was facing Anacapa Street. I watched her from behind.
 
   After a moment she turned toward me again, her back to the railing, the rain spattering her face.
 
   “What do you mean, the future?” she asked.
 
   “Well...I don’t know. Maybe we...” I stopped.
 
   She studied me. “Are you saying you want to break up?”
 
   “I...”
 
   I turned away, half-hid myself behind a pillar.
 
   “Is that what you mean?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said helplessly. I really didn’t know if it was what I meant or not. I knew that I was sick of the rain. I wanted the sky to break through suddenly, for us to be flooded with glowing light.
 
   Suddenly she was standing next to me, soaked through and dripping. “But that is what you mean—right?”
 
   “Rachel, I don’t know. I swear to God I don’t know.” I started to shiver. I realized that I was crying.
 
   “I think you do.”
 
   “Please, Rachel.”
 
   “Please what?”
 
   “I—I don’t know.”
 
   Trembling violently, I gave myself over to tears. My body was wracked with sobs, my throat was hot, tight, clotted.
 
   I didn’t see when she stepped away from me, back toward the railing.
 
   “Maybe we could...” I tried to say something, but nothing came. “Rachel, maybe...”
 
   “Maybe I should just jump,” she said, her back to me, her voice suddenly strong and calm.
 
   I wandered across the platform to the other side of the tower, arms folded against me, trying to stop my shaking. The rain fell all around me. I stood under the roof, watching the beads sail downward and explode on the railing. I think I stood there a long time. Eventually I turned around.
 
   “Rachel, we...”
 
   I looked one way, then another.
 
   “Rachel?”
 
   I circled the tower, which took only seconds; it’s a small area. She was nowhere to be found. I figured she’d started back down the stairs again. Moving to follow her, I glanced back toward Anacapa Street and noticed little ant-like people running toward the courthouse. Curious, I moved toward the railing. Cars had stopped in the middle of the street. People were pointing. Several seemed to be shouting, though I couldn’t hear a thing except the falling rain. I wondered what the fuss was all about. Then I stepped to the edge. 
 
   I looked down.
 
   


  
 

PART THREE
The Carved Names
 
         Ah, no; the years, the years;
 
   Down their carved names the raindrop plows.
 
   —Thomas Hardy, “During Wind and Rain”
 
   1
 
   I spent five days at the George Washington University Hospital, down in Foggy Bottom. It was only a semi-private room, but somehow I got lucky—no other patient was brought in to occupy the empty bed across from mine. More luck: I learned that my health insurance as a teacher in the D.C. Public Schools would cover most of the expenses. 
 
   That was where my luck ran out, though. My physician, Dr. Nguyen—a tiny woman of Vietnamese descent with big round glasses—informed me on my first morning that I had what was known as unstable angina—“what you might call a mild heart attack. You’ll be all right,” she said seriously, pointing at me, “if you do exactly what I tell you to do.”
 
   I’d already been given an electrocardiogram, blood test, ultrasound, X-rays. I didn’t feel too bad, everything considered—just worn out, as if I’d collapsed in the last leg of a marathon. My memory of the time leading up to the attack was watery. I’d been in the apartment...white-coated people came to the door with a stretcher, was that right?...I must have gone in an ambulance—I had a vague vision of it sitting in front of the building, its red lights flashing—but I had no memory of riding to the hospital or of arriving. The tests had been done that night, I guessed; it was the next morning. I’d slept a few hours in the interim, an odd, disturbed sleep, filled with memories of people who hadn’t been in my life for fifteen years or more. 
 
   “You rest now,” the doctor said. “Breakfast will come in a while. I want to run some tests on you, and then we’ll talk about medications you’ll need.” She stepped efficiently out. In a while a nurse came in, fussed around my bed, checked my IVs and took a reading or two off the blinking and beeping machines hooked up around me. Finally a meal of sorts arrived; I wasn’t hungry, but I sat up and drank the apple juice on the tray. It was good—even delicious. I’d not realized what a horrible taste was in my mouth. The juice washed it away.
 
   Well, this was it. Decades of smoking cigarettes and never exercising and getting fat on crap food had finally caught up with me. Thirty-six years old and my first heart attack.  A “mild” one—that was comforting. But good grief, I wondered, if that was a mild one, what must a serious one be like?
 
   I couldn’t see much from my window—just a gray sky and the tops of a few buildings. It was raining lightly. It was then that I thought of the Rain Girl.
 
   I tried to piece it together in my mind, but everything was stubbornly slow to coalesce. Yet it did come back to me, in little bits and flashes. She’d been with me in the apartment—of course, yes, I recalled it now. We’d been talking about—what? The tape. The video that Rachel Blackburn and I had made all those years ago, the tape I’d blanked completely out of my memory until I’d brought down the old shoe box which cradled what mementoes I had of her—manuscripts in her wild girlish scrawl, scribbled Post-It Notes, literary journals which had posthumously published a few of her poems, an old story of mine, “The Burning Girl,” which I’d completely forgotten I’d ever written (and certainly never submitted anywhere), a few of her silver piercings, a couple of old photos. 
 
   And then there was the tape—another item my memory had buried under six feet of dirt, or rather six thousand. No wonder: a week or so after I’d switched off the camera Rachel’s broken body was on the cement walkway leading up to the entrance to the Santa Barbara Courthouse. Rain fell on her, fell as I stood there at the railing of the El Mirador clock tower staring down, uncomprehending for a long time as people rushed to her, looked up, pointed toward the tower, ran into the building. Rain fell, fell. Rain was still falling.
 
   I watched The Price is Right on the overhead TV in the room. I dozed. Sometime later Dr. Nguyen came in with charts, my X-ray, and a lot of medical lingo I didn’t quite follow except to get the idea that I should take what happened to me as a warning. “You’ll be fine,” she said. “You’ll live a long healthy life. But only if you make changes.”
 
   “This is the part I don’t like,” I admitted, with a weak smile.
 
   “You’ll like this part better than you’ll like another heart attack, believe me. The first thing I want to talk to you about is nitroglycerin.”
 
   “You’re going to blow me up?”
 
   “Not exactly. Actually nitroglycerin relaxes your blood vessels. You’ll be taking it in a spray. I’m going to put you on a beta blocker, too. And you’ll want to take an aspirin every day. But we’ll cover all this in detail over the next few days. And you’re going to have to go on an exercise regimen. You need to work your heart in healthy ways. And to lose some weight, too. We’ll show you how. And you really must stop smoking. That’s absolutely required. Everything else will be useless otherwise.”
 
   She went on, very competently and very professionally, while I felt gloom overtaking me. I suddenly felt very old, very fat, very pathetic. I wanted a cigarette. When she finished her recitation I thanked her politely and then immediately dropped into a black, dreamless sleep.
 
   # # #
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   I opened my eyes and she was there, in her too-thin brown coat, sitting in a straight-backed hospital chair next to my bed with her cool palm lightly atop my hand.
 
   “Hi,” I said groggily.
 
   “I’m so glad you’re awake.” She smiled. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here before. I was here, though. I stayed all night. I waited in the corridor, on a bench. They wouldn’t let me in. Visiting hours. And then they said your doctor was with you. Then they said you were asleep. I went to the cafeteria for a while, then I came back here. Finally they let me in.”
 
   “You didn’t have to do all that.”
 
   She looked at me. “Of course I had to. Don’t be stupid.”
 
   I smiled a little. “Didn’t take you long to start insulting me.”
 
   She smiled back and squeezed my hand lightly. “Are you okay? I mean...well, you’re not okay. But...”
 
   “It was a mild one,” I said.
 
   She nodded. “I knew it. I knew it was.”
 
   “Dr. Nguyen says I’ll be okay. I’ve got to do a bunch of terrible stuff, though. Take medicines. Lose weight. Exercise.” 
 
   “I’ll help you,” she said.
 
   # # #
 
   It went on like that for a total of five days. Occasionally they came in and wheeled me out for another blood test or something. On the third day they had me up and walking, however tentatively. They put me on a treadmill and took readings. I was given medicines, meals. I was given long lectures on the exercise regimen I was to undertake and advice on how to stop smoking, which only made me want to smoke more. I passed in and out of very black moods. 
 
   And yet every day she was there, for hours at a time. We watched TV together, she helped me eat my meals and got me things (tissues, straws) when I needed them. She read to me, books that she brought from the apartment—poetry especially, Larkin and Auden, Rilke. She had a sweet reading voice. And she got along with the hospital staff, too. The nurses were all friendly to her. Dr. Nguyen even remarked how lucky I was to have such a daughter.
 
   “Yes, lucky,” I said.
 
   When we were together, she carefully avoided any serious topics of conversation. I tried a few times to draw her out. “Honey,” I said one night, during a commercial break for The Simpsons, “don’t you think we need to—to talk some things over? To...?”
 
   “Shh. Not now. You’re sick. Don’t worry about things so much. Everything’s okay at your apartment. I’m sleeping on your sofa. Nobody’s broken in or anything.”
 
   “I never gave you a key, though.”
 
   “I found one in a drawer in the kitchen.”
 
   And still, I thought, she had an answer for everything. Every single thing. In fact, I did have an extra key in a kitchen drawer.
 
   “How do you—get here?” I asked. 
 
   “I walk.”
 
   “It’s quite a distance from Dupont Circle to here.”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t have anything else to do.”
 
   “Maybe I should give you some money,” I said. “At least you could take the Metro.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Dad.”
 
   “Honey...about that...about my being your...”
 
   “Shh! The show’s back on.” She looked at me. “And no talking about serious stuff until you’re better.”
 
   One day a hospital staff member I didn’t know—a young man, perhaps an intern?—came in to help me practice my new warm-up routine for exercising. She stayed with me and did the same practices. “I’m going to do this with him every day,” she told the young man, “so I need to know how to do it right.”
 
   “Well,” he smiled. “What a great daughter you are.”
 
   “Yeah,” she grinned, “I am!”
 
   # # #
 
   On the fifth day I was wheeled by the same young man to the front entrance of the hospital. She had called a taxi for us, and it was waiting as we emerged from the building. The day was December-cold, clear as ice. 
 
   “Let’s go home, Dad,” she said, taking my arm firmly and leading me to the vehicle.
 
   “Wait. I don’t have my medicines.”
 
   “I have them.” She patted the pocket of her thin overcoat. “I have all of them. And I already put your things in the taxi, your clothes and stuff. Don’t worry.”
 
   We rode up Pennsylvania Avenue for a couple of blocks and turned right at Washington Circle onto New Hampshire. As we passed the Sheraton City Centre I began to notice the holiday decorations everywhere—frosted wreaths, Santa banners, Christmas baubles of all kinds. It felt as if I’d been locked away in that hospital room for years; it was a shock to realize that I was still less than halfway through my winter holiday.
 
   The clerk at the desk wished us happy holidays and my companion responded cheerily. 
 
   “Be careful, now,” she said as we approached the elevator. “Nice and easy, mister.”
 
   At last we were home—or I was. It took only a moment for everything to look the same, for the strangeness of the past five days to begin to wear off.
 
   “How do you feel?” she asked, helping me with my coat.
 
   “A little tired.” It was an honest answer.
 
   “Have a seat. I’ll make you some tea.” She took off her own coat and moved to the kitchen. I noticed the blinking light on the answering machine, decided against checking messages now. Instead I dropped myself onto the sofa. I was sweating a bit, but my heart rate seemed normal. The doctor had been happy enough with my performance on the treadmill the day before, anyway. Sitting there, I wanted a cigarette again.
 
   The sunlight poured over me and I watched the dust motes drift lazily in the air as she puttered around the kitchen. Finally the tea kettle whistled; I heard her bringing out cups, pouring water. My mind wandered, unable to think about the things I knew I had to think about. Most of all this girl, this impossible girl in the kitchen making me tea.
 
   After a few minutes she appeared again, two steaming mugs in her hand. She handed one to me and sat down next to me on the sofa. I looked at her as she blew gently into her tea to cool it. She wore white socks, blue jeans, and a nondescript, oversized white T-shirt, far too big for her, which I suddenly thought I recognized.
 
   “Kiddo,” I said, “is that my shirt?”
 
   “Mm-hm.” She smiled toward me, then looked away. “Do you mind?”
 
   “Uh—no. Mind? No, I don’t mind.”
 
   She sipped her tea. 
 
   “Looks—um, it looks like you’ve taken good care of the place since I’ve been gone.”
 
   She shrugged. “It wasn’t hard. Anyway, I was at the hospital most of the time. But I did your laundry for you. You’re a slob, you know that?”
 
   I sipped my own tea. Earl Grey. Delicious. “Yeah,” I smiled. “I know.”
 
   “I’ve got to clean you up,” she said. “Make you take care of yourself. Keep your clothes clean. Your dishes. Get you to shave. Bathe.”
 
   I laughed. “Now, come on. I’ll cop to all your other charges, but I do bathe.”
 
   “Okay.” She grinned. “Maybe you do. Occasionally.”
 
   I breathed slowly, sipped. I was aware now of every tiny sensation in my body: every ache, every passing itch and twinge. Part of me, I knew, was waiting for it all to happen again.
 
   “So you stayed here,” I said, thinking about it. “You...found everything okay? You figured out how the sofa folds out?”
 
   “You just pull. It’s not very complicated.”
 
   I chuckled. “I guess it’s not.” 
 
   “I was fine. No problems.”
 
   “How did you find the key? I didn’t tell you where it was.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow at me. “I’m observant.”
 
   “You are, at that.”
 
   “So how do you feel now?” she asked.
 
   “I guess I’m okay. I’d like a cigarette.” I yawned.
 
   “Nope. Not happening, boss.”
 
   “Well, then, one of those big-ass pastries they sell in the mini-mart downstairs.”
 
   “Nope. Nothing like that for you anymore. We’ve got some fruit. Want an apple?”
 
   “Pass.”
 
   “You’re going to lose weight,” she said suddenly, seriously, studying me carefully. “You’re going to eat right and do your exercises. I’ll do them with you. Every day.”
 
   I studied her in the bright light, saw again her smooth, unlined face, noticed once more how oddly incomplete, unfinished she appeared. At a glance she looked just like any other perfectly normal young girl, but the longer I looked at her the more she seemed like some kind of strange, gentle dream-creature, totally unthreatening yet, somehow, in some sense, not quite real. I found myself reaching to her hand, to reassure myself again that she was truly there.
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”
 
   “You don’t have to thank me.”
 
   “Well, I want to.”
 
   She shrugged and smiled a little. “You would have done the same for me.”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I would’ve. But that’s different. I’m a grown-up.”
 
   “Technically, yeah.”
 
   I chuckled. “I deserved that.” I looked around the room, exhaustion beginning to overtake me. Dr. Nguyen had warned me that I would tire easily in the first days out of the hospital—Jesus, was she ever right. It hit suddenly, like a cloak of darkness enveloping me. The sensation was not at all unpleasant. But it was unstoppable.
 
   I looked around the room and noticed, over near the TV, the old blue Nike shoe box. The box was closed. I wondered how much time she had spent investigating the contents of the box and realized that, of course, she had studied and reviewed again and again everything in it. That’s what she would do, here by herself. 
 
   I felt I should say something, but I couldn’t locate any words. Instead I asked, lamely, “Was there—any mail?”
 
   “I don’t know. I couldn’t find a mailbox key. If you loan me yours I’ll go check.”
 
   “It’s not important.”
 
   “Well, I should go out anyway. To get us some food.”
 
   “We can do that together.”
 
   “You don’t look like you’re ready for any shopping trips.”
 
   “No, I—” A wave of tiredness hit me. “To be honest, I’d rather stay here and sleep.”
 
   “That’s okay. The doctor said you’d need a lot in the first few days.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe...” 
 
   “Do you want me to help you get to your bedroom?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.” Suddenly the sofa felt very comfortable indeed. “I’ll just lay here.”
 
   She stood, giving my legs room to stretch out. She stepped into the bedroom for a moment and came back with a pillow and blanket. She handed me the pillow and fluffed the blanket over me.
 
   “Comfy?” she asked.
 
   “Very. Let me just lay here a while.” 
 
   She stepped away again. My eyes shut for a moment. When they opened again she was standing there with my wallet and key ring.
 
   “I need some money to buy groceries,” she said. “And I’ll check your mail if you give me the key.”
 
   I pulled the mailbox key from the ring and handed it to her. “Just take twenty bucks,” I said, gesturing to the wallet. “If I have it. Do I?”
 
   She looked, then grinned at me. “You do.”
 
   “Take it.” 
 
   She did, then said, “I’ll put the wallet and keys on the kitchen table. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I watched her go to the hall closet and bring out her coat. Slipping it on, she came back to me and dropped down on her knees, studying me closely.
 
   “You take it easy, okay?” she said softly. “Just sleep. I mean it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She leaned to me then and kissed me on the forehead. Her lips felt just like anyone’s.
 
   “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she said mischievously, and left the apartment. I heard the chuffing of the elevator a few moments later.
 
   I was overcome with weariness, but her exit made me stand up for a moment and look around the apartment. I could find no evidence of a teenage girl living here at all. Nothing in the kitchen, nothing in the bathroom. The apartment looked exactly as I’d left it, with the sole exception of the Nike shoe box. That had been moved, I knew. I lifted the lid. Everything was organized, tidy, but somewhat differently arranged than I’d remembered. I wondered how many times she’d watched the video—and why. Ah, God.
 
   Before I dropped back down to the sofa to sleep I went ahead and pressed the button on the answering machine.
 
   Beep. “Ben, it’s Vincent. We—”
 
   I hit Delete.
 
   Beep. “Ben? Where are you?” Alice’s voice. Alice—Christ, she didn’t even know I’d had a heart attack. She knew nothing of the past five days of my life. “Are you there? Goddamn it, I need to talk to you about Dad. We—”
 
   I hit Skip. 
 
   Beep. Silence, then a hang-up click. Probably Alice again.
 
   I crossed the room to the sofa, dropped down to it, and slept.
 
   # # #
 
   I woke when I heard her moving around in the kitchen.
 
   “Hi,” I called out, or rather tried to. My voice was a croak.
 
   “Hi!” She appeared from around the corner. “Your mail’s there on that crate you call your coffee table. I bought supplies. I hope you’re ready for a really good salad.”
 
   And it was good: two types of lettuce, fresh spinach, sliced mushrooms, tomatoes, olives, red peppers, a sweet oil-and-vinegar dressing. I was very hungry all of a sudden.
 
   “This is great, honey. Just great. I mean it.”
 
   “Get used to it,” she said. “This is the kind of thing you’re eating from now on.”
 
   “Yes, master.”
 
   “Ah,” she grinned, “you’re finally getting it!”
 
   We watched TV as we ate. I dozed again for a while. Finally I showered, which helped with my energy level considerably. We went for a careful walk—first just back and forth in the corridor, then downstairs on the sidewalk. She held my arm the whole time as our breaths smoked in the winter cold.
 
   “You tell me if you’re getting tired, okay?” she said.
 
   “I will, I will.”
 
   Darkness fell as we strolled this way and that, just a block or two in any direction, then back again toward the building. The D.C. night looked achingly beautiful to me for some reason—no doubt that renewed appreciation for life that people who’ve shaken hands with death often feel. The cold air felt wonderful in my nostrils, my throat, my chest. I felt alive in a way I hadn’t for a very long time.
 
   Eventually, though, I did begin to tire, and we made our way back to the building and into the familiar elevator. When we’d returned to the apartment we shucked our coats. I walked to the window and, on impulse, slid it open for a moment, inhaling the bracing air with nothing but the screen between me and the night sky.
 
   “Are you crazy?” she said. “It’s cold!”
 
   “Sorry,” I said. I took a couple more deep breaths and then pushed the window shut again. “I just wanted a little more fresh air.”
 
   I dropped down on the sofa then. She sat next to me. 
 
   “TV?” she asked.
 
   “No. Let’s just be quiet for a while.”
 
   We were. I could hear the elevator now and then. When I listened carefully I could occasionally make out the sound of a loud truck or bus passing by on the street below.
 
   “Honey,” I said finally, “who are you?”
 
   She looked at me in the darkness, her eyes bright and glistening. She touched my hand.
 
   “Okay,” she said finally. “I guess it’s time to tell you.”
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   “I really am your daughter,” she said.
 
   “I know that now. I—I think I know it.” I frowned. “But I don’t understand.”
 
   “I know you don’t.” She looked at me carefully. “Do you remember when you said that I couldn’t be your daughter? And that all I needed to know to realize that was how human reproduction works?”
 
   “Vaguely.” 
 
   “Ben—Benja-me-me—Dad—do you know when life begins? Human life?”
 
   I exhaled slowly. “That’s a big question, honey.”
 
   “But do you?”
 
   “Well, I’m not sure. Some people think it’s at conception. Others say it’s when the fetus is—you know, viable. Can live outside the womb.”
 
   She shook her head. “Wrong.”
 
   I watched her.
 
   “People think it’s when the sperm and the egg come together. It’s not. And it’s not anything later on like ‘viability,’ either.”
 
   “What, then?”
 
   She knitted her fingers together and stared at them. “Do you know what implantation is?”
 
   “In—reproduction, you mean? That’s when—” I thought about it. “When the—the, what do you call it? The, you know, fertilized thing—it’s not a fetus yet—”
 
   “Blastocyst.”
 
   I looked at her. “Wow. A future science major.”
 
   She shrugged. “I looked it up online.”
 
   “Uh—yeah. The blastocyst. When it implants itself on the, what do you call it, the uterus? The uterine wall?” I smiled sheepishly. “Sorry. The ‘human reproduction’ unit in my eleventh-grade Biology class goes back a long way now.”
 
   “No, you’re doing fine. That’s right. And that’s when life begins. When it really begins. Before that it’s like—like the fertilized egg is a seed without dirt or water. It’s potential life. But then the fertilized egg becomes something called a zygote. The zygote becomes a little bundle of cells called a blastocyst, and the blastocyst implants on the uterine wall. The uterine wall is like the dirt and the water both.” She smiled. “When it does that, it’s alive. It comes alive. It’s living. Like a plant starting to sprout. Without the uterine wall—without the dirt and water—it’s not really alive. Not in the way we think of something being alive.”
 
   “Really?” I wondered if online research could really have made her such an expert on all this. Maybe she’d had a Health class sometime.
 
   “The uterine wall gives the little bundle of cells nutrition. Shelter. A home.”
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   “And,” she said, “it gives it a soul.”
 
   I looked at her. “What?”
 
   “A soul. When the blastocyst implants on the uterine wall it gets a soul. And once it has a soul, it’s a person.”
 
   “How do you know that, honey?”
 
   She looked carefully at me. The room was dark; lights from the street below bathed us in a soft blue glow.
 
   “When it has a soul,” she repeated, “it’s a person.”
 
   “Well,” I said finally, “not everybody would agree, honey. Everybody doesn’t believe in souls.”
 
   “Everybody is wrong.”
 
   I looked at her again. In the blue air I saw what I hadn’t been ready to see before—that her eyes and nose looked like miniature versions of mine. No wonder everyone at the hospital just assumed she was my daughter—the resemblance was obvious. Had I been denying it to myself until now? But then I noticed, as if seeing them for the first time, the girl’s cheekbones, her lips, her chin. They were Rachel’s, I suddenly knew. There was no doubt in my mind. Yet could I really have failed to notice all this? Or was she herself changing, becoming more filled-in, more complete, as we talked?
 
   “Honey,” I said, my throat constricted, my vision fogging, “I still don’t understand.”
 
   “It usually takes about a week,” she said. “For the fertilized egg to go through all its changes and finally become that little thing that implants itself. That little thing that becomes a person. With a soul.”
 
   “A week...?”
 
   I’d sifted through these memories again and again while in the hospital, drifting in and out of consciousness, sudden bright pictures flashing in my mind of scenes I’d not thought of in fifteen years, that I’d not been able to think of. It all seemed close to me now in a way that it hadn’t in a very long time. Santa Barbara. School. Sherry. 
 
   Rachel...
 
   Her voice was very soft now, like a voice in a dream. “Every now and then it happens. Not often. Not once in a thousand years. But every now and then it happens that at the exact moment the little bundle is implanting—and getting its soul—at that very instant, some catastrophe stops the process. Right then. At the moment the bundle of cells has opened, like a little mouth, a tiny soul-catcher, and the soul is being poured in.”
 
   “Catastrophe...?”
 
   “It happens so quickly that the mouth doesn’t get a chance to close. The soul is there, it’s coming in, but the soul-catcher’s mouth isn’t able to close behind it. If it had closed they would have bonded forever. It would have been a person, even if only for an instant before it died. But it would have lived. It would have been a human being. A person. With a soul.”
 
   “A person...?”
 
   “It all happens in a second, you see? Less than a second. Like, a millionth of a second. Less than that, even. That’s the time that the soul-catcher is open to receive the soul. It goes in and there’s a person. Or it doesn’t and there’s nothing. But—at that millionth of an instant—if a catastrophe interrupts the process—”
 
   She fell silent. It swirled in my mind for some time. 
 
   “A catastrophe,” I said at last, “like the mother’s death?”
 
   “Not usually. Death usually takes a long time. Longer than people realize.”
 
   “But sometimes it doesn’t.”
 
   “No, sometimes not.”
 
   “Like if a woman were suddenly obliterated by...by an explosion or something.”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Or...or a fall. From a high place.”
 
   “Something like that. Yeah.”
 
   “The instant of impact.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “If it had been a millionth of a second before or after...”
 
   “Either it would have been a person who died immediately or it just would have been a bunch of cells that never really lived. That never had a soul.”
 
   “But in that millionth of a second...while the—the soul-catcher is open...”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   I looked at her for a long time. She held my gaze steadily.
 
   “My God,” I said finally. I tried to absorb what she’d said, the enormity of it, but I couldn’t. Not really. “Then where...where have you—you been? All these...?”
 
   “Years? I’ve been around. I’ve been near you the whole time.”
 
   “But I’ve never...not until you showed up at school...”
 
   “No. Not like that. Someone like me—we’re not exactly alive and not exactly dead. We’re frozen. Caught. In between. The living can’t see us. Neither can the dead. We’re lost, that’s all. Wandering.” She paused, then looked at her hands again. “I can remember everything, though. I can remember suddenly...suddenly being, there on the sidewalk, with Rachel—Mom—there next to me. Her eyes were open, but she was gone. She’d landed...”
 
   “Face down.” It was strange how easy it was for me to say it. 
 
   “Face down,” she said quietly. “Her face was...”
 
   “Yes. I know. I saw it.”
 
   “When you came down.”
 
   “When I came down.”
 
   “That was the first time I ever saw you.”
 
   “But...” I tried to formulate my question in words. “What—were you? A fetus? A baby? A...”
 
   “I wasn’t any thing, Ben. I just was.” 
 
   “You were—”
 
   “I couldn’t think. I didn’t have any language. I was just a mass of impressions, that’s all. But I knew a few things. I knew the body on the cement was my mother. I knew you were my father.”
 
   “How? How did you know?”
 
   She frowned, knitted her fingers. “How does anybody know anything? I don’t know. I just knew.” 
 
   “So you...?”
 
   “I stayed with you. Nearby. Not always in the same room, but sometimes.”
 
   I smiled slightly, puzzled. “A guardian angel?”
 
   “No, not at all. I didn’t have any power to protect you. I still don’t. That’s not how...people like me are. But we’re not exactly people. But I stayed near, though.”
 
   “Watching me?” Absurdly, I felt embarrassed: thought of the endless liaisons I’d enjoyed in the years after Rachel, thought of the humiliations, the paid girls (like Tracy, the one I’d had here only a week or two before), the...
 
   “Not watching. It’s hard to explain. Just...being. Near. Most of the time I didn’t actually know what you were doing. You know, doing. Like right now you’re sitting on the sofa, drinking tea. I wouldn’t have known that. It’s more like...” She sighed. “It’s hard to explain. It’s more like sensing you. Your presence. I stayed near in that way. It...” She shrugged. “It made me feel less lonely.”
 
   “How did you—how did you learn things? Reading, writing?”
 
   “It’s easy to learn things when you’ve got nothing else to do.”
 
   “So you are a ghost.”
 
   “A ghost is the spirit of somebody dead who once lived. I never lived. And so I never died.”
 
   “You’re...in between.”
 
   “In between.”
 
   I sat for a long time, looking at her, this impossible girl, my daughter.
 
   “What about—Rachel? Your...mother? Have you ever...seen...?”
 
   “Seen her? No. If she were to show up, she’d be a ghost.” She smiled. “That’s a different department, you might say.”
 
   “Are there ghosts?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t really know.”
 
   We sat in silence for a very long time. I listened to the elevator, to the distant traffic.
 
   “Want some more tea?” she asked finally, gesturing at my empty mug.
 
   I chuckled. Then I laughed aloud.
 
   “What?” she said, grinning curiously. “What’s funny?”
 
   “I—” My heart was racing, but in an inexplicably happy way, a good way. “Honey, you drop all this about—about Rachel and...and soul-catchers and...being with me ever since and...and you ask me if I want more tea?” I chuckled again, shook my head.
 
   “Well? Do you?”
 
   I looked at her, smiled. “As a matter of fact, that would be nice.”
 
   She jumped up from the sofa and, taking our mugs, went to the kitchen. I heard her rustling around with the tea kettle. The scene suddenly seemed so ordinary, so pleasantly mundane, so prosaically real. At last I got up and followed her, stood watching her in the kitchen as she fussed with the tea bags.
 
   “So you haven’t been...watching me, exactly. This whole time.”
 
   She shook her head. “I told you, that’s not how it works.” She grinned. “Don’t worry. Your sex life is your own business.”
 
   I laughed and felt myself redden. “Thank God for that.” I thought. “But the tape—Rachel’s and my tape...that’s when...”
 
   “When you made me. Or what would become me. Whatever I am.”
 
   “My God. A child witnessing her own conception.”
 
   “Not a child, exactly. But yeah.”
 
   She stood profile to me, staring at the mugs with the waiting tea bags. The water roiled in the kettle.
 
   “So...” I struggled again for words. “So...now you’re here.”
 
   “Now I’m here.”
 
   “But how? If you were just this...floating...I don’t know, spirit, or whatever...You weren’t really in this world...No one could see you, right?”
 
   “No one could see me.”
 
   “Then why can I see you now? You’re here. You’re...” I reached out, touched her shoulder. “I can feel you. You’re real. Why the—the change? What brought you—here?”
 
   She was silent for a moment. She didn’t look at me. Then she said, quietly: “You did.”
 
   “Me? How?”
 
   Finally she looked up. “You needed me.”
 
   “I...? Honey, I didn’t know you existed...”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you didn’t need me.”
 
   “I...” I scowled, trying to think it out. We stood there for a time.
 
   “People like me,” she said, her voice low, “or, not people, but—whatever we are—we’re not ghosts. We’re not spirits. We’re...we’re fragments. Partials. Incompletions.” 
 
   “That doesn’t tell me...how you came here.” My throat was tight. “What I had to do with it.”
 
   “You called to me. From a deep place. Deep calling to deep. Need calling to need. You didn’t know it was me you were looking for. But when you found me you brought me here.”
 
   “Without knowing it?”
 
   “Part of you knew. Didn’t you?”
 
   And I realized in that moment that she was right. Part of me had known, from the first day I ever saw her. Known that we were connected. I had no way of expressing or understanding it. But I’d realized it somewhere, yes, deep within myself. Deep calling to deep....
 
   “But how can I have that power?” I asked. “To conjure...to call...”
 
   “It’s not a power,” she said quietly. “It’s more like a lack of power. Weakness. Despair. Need.”
 
   “And you...decided to come...?”
 
   “I just came. There was no deciding.”
 
   “Your...your face, your body...the way you look...?”
 
   “I have your DNA, you know. And Rachel’s. When I came I took on the appearance I would have had, if...”
 
   “If Rachel hadn’t...”
 
   “Yes. Or most of it, anyway. My appearance. I haven’t actually lived for sixteen years in this world, so I don’t have the lines and the...the look of someone who has. I seem sort of—unfinished.”
 
   “You look beautiful.”
 
   She grinned then, suddenly, hugely. “Thank you.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me before, though? When we first met? In my classroom?”
 
   “Come on. How would you have reacted? You would’ve thought I was a nut. I had to be careful. You weren’t ready.”
 
   “But...you said—before...‘need calling to need’...”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “What do you need, honey?”
 
   “I need you,” she said, “to love me.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “What else is there?”
 
   “Just—to love you?”
 
   “If you can love me—really love me—I might be able to become complete.”
 
   “Complete...?”
 
   “I might be able to become a—person. A real person. I don’t know if it’s possible. I think it might be. Maybe.”
 
   “If I love you?”
 
   “I was never born,” she said. “I never died. My mother’s gone.” She stepped close, looked up at me. “You’re my dad. You’re all I have. I don’t have anything else.”
 
   Involuntarily I took a step back, frightened at the immensity of it.
 
   She stood with her hands at her sides, looking years younger than she was, yet more defined, more specific than before. She looked, good God, like me. A small female incarnation of me. 
 
   “Dad? Please—love me,” she said.
 
   Something cracked in me then. Something shattered. Hot tears sprang to my eyes and I stepped to her again, my impossible girl. I wrapped my arms around her and pressed her head to my chest, feeling her hair between my fingers. I felt her arms tightly around me. She was crying. I was crying.
 
   “Dad,” she whispered. “Oh, Dad. Dad. Dad. Dad. Dad. Dad. Dad. Dad. Dad.”
 
   “My daughter.” I choked out the words somehow. “My daughter. My little girl.”
 
   At last the tea kettle whistled and we pulled away from each other slowly. She smiled, wiped her face, laughed slightly, turned and poured the water for tea. We stood there for a long time.
 
   “What,” I said, using a paper napkin to dab at my eyes, “what’s your name? My God, I don’t know your name!”
 
   “I don’t have a name,” she said. 
 
   “Because you were never—never born?”
 
   “Because I was never born.”
 
   “What—what do I—call you? I can’t just call you the Rain Girl. I can’t go up to friends and say, ‘Hey, I’d like you to meet my daughter, the Rain Girl.’” I chuckled. “It would sound stupid.”
 
   “You’re my dad,” she said. “You have to name me.”
 
   “I...I don’t know how. I don’t know...know you.”
 
   “You know me better than anyone else on earth.”
 
   I thought about it. I blew my nose into the napkin and threw it into the waste basket. “I guess I do, at that.”
 
   “Any name is fine,” she said. “Any name that comes from you.”
 
   “I...” I looked at her, noticed again her cheekbones, lips, chin—the parts of her that didn’t come from me. “When I look at you, honey, I—I think of your mother. You look a bit like her, you know.”
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   “But I can’t—can’t call you Rachel. It would be too...too weird.”
 
   “Hm.” She seemed to think about it as she removed the tea bags, tossing them in the waste basket, and sweetened each mug. “How about ‘Rae’? For short.” 
 
   “ Rae.” I let it play on my tongue. “Rae. I like it.”
 
   “Short for Rachel. You don’t have to call me Rachel. Just Rae.”
 
   “Rae.” I nodded. 
 
   “Do you want me to have a middle name?”
 
   “You should.” I thought for a moment. “Grace.”
 
   “Grace.” She pondered it. “Rachel Grace Fall. I like it.”
 
   “Grace was my mother’s name.” For an instant I thought of her: her hands, her skirt swaying as she turned a corner, walking away from me....
 
   “Oh.” She looked at me. “Wow.” Then: “I love it, Dad. Really. I love my name. It’s perfect.”
 
   I sat at the kitchen table. She joined me. “This is an—an unreal conversation,” I said.
 
   “It’s all real, Dad.”
 
   “I know it is.” I studied her. “How do I—explain you? To people?”
 
   She shrugged. “I was born in California. My mother’s dead. You never knew I existed. I was raised by relatives. Or in an orphanage. Finally I made contact with you. We decided that I’d come to live here.” She grinned. “That’s not too far from the truth.”
 
   “Well...it’s pretty far from the truth, I think!”
 
   “Maybe. But it’ll be easy to remember.”
 
   “How about...it just occurred to me. You don’t have a birth certificate, a Social Security number...”
 
   She shook her head then, and laughed. “You just realized that I’m your daughter and all you can do is think about stupid junk like that? We’ll work that stuff out! Man, you are lame!” She sipped her tea.
 
   I laughed with her. “I guess I am.”
 
   We drank tea for a while. Finally I took her hand, held it, squeezed it. The grip she returned was firm.
 
   “So,” she said, “do you...do you think you can—you know—love me? Dad?” 
 
   I looked at this once-lost child, this crazy, other-dimensional creature that was nothing more than a teenage girl sitting next to me drinking tea. Her hair hung limp. Her face was, objectively speaking, uninteresting, without any distinguishing features other than her big, round, dark eyes. She was, would be, to the world, nondescript, unnoticeable. A face in the crowd. Nothing to remark on or remember. And none of that mattered. As I gazed at her, I felt my own soul opening, felt an overwhelming sensation enter me and infuse every atom of me with love for her. I held her hand tightly, so tightly I imagined that I would never, ever let it go.
 
   “I do love you, Rae. I do.”
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   Over the next few days we did things together. Father-daughter things. We went for walks. We shopped for clothes for her—a few, at least, what pants and shirts and pajamas I could afford, along with a properly heavy winter coat. We made meals in the apartment—healthful ones, of course, decided on by Rae: fruits, vegetables, rice, fish, everything baked or poached, nothing fried. No butter. No salt. And yet it was all delicious, somehow. It was the best food I’d ever eaten in my life. 
 
   She slept on the fold-out sofa in the living room and in the mornings she did my exercises with me. It was a simple routine involving a warm-up, mostly stretching, and light running in place while keeping tabs on my heart rate. 
 
   “Lift those knees!” she’d command me, both of us running in front of the television. “Come on, soldier, get the lead out!”
 
   I laughed. “Where’d you get that?”
 
   She grinned. “Old movie.”
 
   Walking was part of the rehabilitation too, and so we did a lot of it. Each day I felt stronger, but in truth, I’d felt strong since the night I realized that Rae Grace Fall was my child. I felt wonderful. I’d not felt like this in ten, maybe fifteen years. And I found myself with no desire whatsoever for cigarettes. Once I’d convinced Rae that I wasn’t about to keel over and die, we started taking the Metro downtown and visiting museums, looking at art, at dinosaurs, at airplanes and spaceships. She came with me to my follow-up doctor’s appointment at G.W. and asked intelligent questions of Dr. Nguyen. 
 
   And we talked. It seemed that we never stopped talking. My experience with teenagers both as a teacher and as a step-parent had driven home the lesson that young people have absolutely no interest in the lives of older people, but Rae was exactly the opposite. We would sit upstairs at Teaism looking out at the people in their overcoats wandering by on R Street and listening to the jazz coming over the speakers while we drank tea and she asked me question after question about myself, listening raptly to my answers. What was it like growing up in Stone’s End? What did I remember of my mother—her grandmother? What did I like to do when I was a kid? Who were my friends? When did I get interested in writing? Did I remember my first stories? Did I still have any? Could she read them? What was my sister like? How about her husband and kids? What was my dad like? Could she meet him—could she meet all of them? (That was an interesting question, one I’d not yet quite resolved in my mind.) I answered her endless queries as honestly as I could. I felt she literally wanted to know everything—that if she could somehow crawl up into my mind and extract everything in it, every memory, every sensation I’d ever had, she would. But I was aware that I was talking to my daughter—my daughter!—and that she was sixteen years old, and there were some things that I wouldn’t say. Not that I ever had any impression of judgment from her. I felt I could tell her anything at all, no matter how intimate, and that she would simply nod eagerly and ask her next question. But no, some things I kept private. I said little about girlfriends. Nothing about sex. She didn’t push on those topics; she had a hundred thousand other questions, anyway. We spent hours sitting in cafés and on cold park benches and in museum cafeterias and at home simply talking, talking, talking. 
 
   Naturally she wanted to know about her mother. I told her what I knew, what I remembered. It had all been a very long time ago, but my hospital stay had freshened it in my mind, as did talking about it with her. She listened, listened, listened, her big dark eyes never leaving mine, and talked only when I stopped, only to ask another question.
 
   I edited the truth somewhat, of course, as one does when speaking to a child. But there was only one moment in this multi-day marathon of talking that I said something to her which I suspected might not have been true. 
 
   “But you loved her, right?” she asked me, after I’d talked about some of Rachel’s emotional problems. “You loved her?”
 
   “Of course I did, honey,” I said. 
 
   But had I? It was too long ago to remember. We’d been left behind by others, thrown unwillingly into a leaky life raft together. Was that love? Had it become love, at some point? Had I known then? Did I now? 
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Of course, Rae.” You don’t tell the daughter of your long-dead girlfriend that you’re not sure how you felt about her mother, then or now, or that you find memories of her to be so dark and horrific that you’ve not allowed yourself to think of them for fifteen years.
 
   She looked quizzical, but said, “Okay,” and we talked of other things.
 
   In truth, I remembered little of what happened in the days and months after Rachel’s suicide. The police talked to me a couple of times; I recalled being asked some questions by someone in a lawman’s uniform over a cup of coffee at the police headquarters on East Figueroa Street, not too far from where Rachel and I had lived (and I still did, briefly). It wasn’t a grilling. No one suspected me of anything. One major issue was discovering any next of kin for her. She had no driver’s license, it seemed, no proper I.D. of any kind. I told them what I knew, that she said she’d come from the High Plains of North Dakota, lived in a town called Harman. The lawman said they’d look into it, and they did; eventually, I recall, a cousin was located who dealt with everything long distance. I never met her. I had no say, of course, in anything; a lawyer called me one day and said that he’d been hired by “the family” to take care of things and he needed to come gather her belongings, which he did. I remembered him. Mr. Bland, a fat florid-faced man wearing a blue suit about two sizes too small for him. He wheezed as he looked into the few boxes I’d assembled of Rachel’s things, asked for help getting them to his car. There were some papers to sign.
 
   What I didn’t tell him was that I’d already hidden what I wanted of her: the handful of items I later put into the blue Nike shoe box. Thank God, I thought, that I’d remembered the tape she and I had made. I didn’t want to imagine Mr. Bland getting back to his office and popping that into his VCR out of curiosity.
 
   “What will happen—to her?” I asked him as we stood by his little brown sedan. 
 
   “Already happened,” he answered casually, pulling himself into the vehicle. “Cremated. The family’ll get the ashes.”
 
   I found I felt nothing about it. Rachel was gone; the ashes were irrelevant. Anyway, any “family” back in North Dakota had clearly been unimportant to Rachel. I wondered what they would do with the ashes of a girl they’d hardly known. 
 
   “Okay. Thanks.”
 
   “Tough break, kid. My condolences.”
 
   “Thanks. Oh,” I said, suddenly remembering, “she had a safety deposit box. Or she said she did. In Harman.”
 
   “Got the key for it?”
 
   “No. I mean, not that I know of. It may be in her things.”
 
   “Know what bank?”
 
   “No. I don’t.”
 
   He nodded. “We’ll look into it. Thanks a lot.”
 
   He drove away. I was alone; I’d not even told Alice what had happened, let alone Dad. I remember that the day Mr. Bland drove off with Rachel’s belongings I suddenly found myself ravenously hungry, and marched downtown to a restaurant on State Street to eat one of the biggest and most expensive meals I’d ever had in my life. Strange fancy appetizers, an enormous steak, lobster, mashed potatoes, deep-dish blueberry pie—I devoured it all and wanted more. Later I had an extraordinarily vivid time in the Santa Barbara Art Museum, the paintings and sculptures all but alive to me, speaking to me personally, telling me their secrets. It was a little as if I were on acid again, but without any sense of pleasure or discovery.
 
   The real world was less memorable. Gray, indistinct. I walked down to lower State that evening and spent the night in a seedy motel occupied by drunks in the next room who shouted at each other all night. I didn’t care. It was perfect.
 
   I went through a period when I wasted a great deal of time doing nothing. I moved to another apartment but held on to my job. I drove all the way back to Stone’s End one night, just to watch the sun rising behind what used to be Dad’s and Alice’s and my house. There were unfamiliar children’s toys on the front lawn. I didn’t stop to knock on the O’Sheas’ door. I didn’t look up anybody I knew. I just watched the sunrise for a while and then, when I saw shadowy movement behind the curtains of our old place, I drove off again, back to Santa Barbara. With what remained of my family off in Washington, D.C., there didn’t seem to be any other place to go.
 
   Time becomes watery in my mind in terms of what happened next. Eventually, of course, I told Alice everything in a long phone call. She was sympathetic and invited me to come out and stay with “them” for a while: “them” being not her and Dad, but her and a new boyfriend, an architect, just licensed, with whom she was sharing a house. Dad, she said, had his own place in town. 
 
   “Initially I turned her down,” I said to Rae, to whom I’d told a somewhat edited version of all this. “But as time went on it just seemed to make sense. There was nothing left for me in Santa Barbara. Nothing in Stone’s End. Nothing anywhere. So one day I called her and said okay, I’d do it. I threw my junk in my car and filled it up with gas and took off that morning. Drove all the way across the country. That’s how I ended up here.”
 
   “Have you ever gone back there?” she asked. “To Stone’s End?”
 
   “No. Never.”
 
   “Ever want to?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “I’d like to see it,” she said. “I’d like to see the house where you grew up. And the town. And Santa Barbara and everything.” She looked away. “That clock tower. I’d like to see that.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   She nodded, looking out at the passersby on R Street.
 
   “You saw it, though—on that day that...”
 
   “Not really,” she said. “It’s hard to explain. Not like I’d see it now. Really see it.” 
 
   I thought about it. “Maybe—maybe this summer. We could drive. Or just take a plane. We could be there in a few hours.”
 
   She looked at me, grinned. “You’d take me?”
 
   “Sure. If it’s important to you.”
 
   She nodded enthusiastically. I sat staring at the table, bright swaths of memory washing uneasily through me.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked, after a while.
 
   “Hm? Nothing.”
 
   “You look sad. You’re worrying.”
 
   “I’m not worrying. It’s just...”
 
   “Just what? Dad, you can tell me anything. Don’t you know that?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So what is it?”
 
   “Just...” I’d played this over in my memory when I was in the hospital, but that wasn’t the same as actually telling someone. In fact, I’d never told anyone. Not a single person on earth. To the police, to Alice, to Dad I’d simply said that Rachel had been upset, I wandered over to the other wide of the tower, and when I came back she was gone. I’d tried to erase the other part of it, the part that remained locked away inside myself all these years. I never consciously thought of it. Occasionally it would surface in a dream, that’s all. 
 
   “Just before it—happened,” I said, very quietly—she leaned close to hear me—“she said to me, ‘Maybe I should just jump.’”
 
   She watched me, her eyes wide and steady.
 
   “And I—” I spoke slowly, evenly, fearful that if I let my emotions go at this point I’d never get them back under control again in my life—“I said—nothing. I just...turned away. I didn’t respond to her at all. She announced to me, to her boyfriend, that she was thinking of killing herself right there and then. And I—did—absolutely—nothing.” 
 
   I stopped talking then. If I continued to talk, I might start to scream.
 
   “And then she jumped,” Rae said.
 
   “And then she jumped.”
 
   She seemed to think about it. 
 
   “I’ve never told that,” I said, sighing shakily, “to anyone.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me.”
 
   “So...?”
 
   “So...what?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe you don’t want to be around me now.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why? Kiddo, I...” I shook my head. I suddenly realized that tears were flowing down my face.
 
   “Why, Dad?”
 
   I couldn’t speak.
 
   “You’re not to blame, Dad,” she said, reaching out and taking my hand. “Oh my God, is that what you think? That it was your fault?”
 
   After a long time I said, “Not completely. I know that she made her own decision. I know that she was—troubled. Very troubled. I know all that. It’s just...”
 
   “What would you have done,” she asked, “if you’d seen her doing it? If you’d seen her climbing over the rail or whatever?”
 
   “I didn’t, though.”
 
   “That’s my point. What if, though? Would you have just stood there?”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t have just stood there.”
 
   “Well, what would you have done?”
 
   “I—I would have tried to stop her. I would have run over and—and tried to stop her.”
 
   “Of course you would have. That’s my point. You didn’t want her to die.”
 
   “But if I’d said something if I’d gone to her, put my arms around her just then...if I’d supported her more somehow...if...”
 
   “She was sick, Dad.”
 
   “I know. I know that.”
 
   “There was nothing you could say that would have saved her.”
 
   “I’m not so sure. At least I could have gotten her off that clock tower. Maybe I could have...”
 
   “Whose idea was it to go up to the tower, Dad?”
 
   “It was my idea to go into the building. It was raining...”
 
   “Whose idea was it to go up to the tower, though? Whose was it?”
 
   I swallowed. “It was hers.”
 
   “Maybe she’d already decided to do it.”
 
   “We’d...been up there...before...”
 
   “But not like this. You told me how you were together by then. I’m sure there’s a lot you didn’t tell me. Right?”
 
   “Well...”
 
   “But it was bad, right? She was in bad shape, right?”
 
   “We both were.”
 
   “But she was worse. Didn’t you tell me she already had scars on her wrists? Little white scars? From when she’d tried to kill herself before she ever knew you?”
 
   “I know, I...”
 
   “Dad, it wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “She’s dead, isn’t she?”
 
   “Did you ever stop to think of what she did to you? To do it like that? In front of you? To leave you there? The scars she left in you?”
 
   “She...” I breathed in, tasting my tears at the sides of my mouth. “She wasn’t strong enough to handle her scars. I’m strong enough to handle mine.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “So,” she said sharply, “am I.”
 
   I looked at her.
 
   “You have to let it go, Dad,” she whispered.
 
   “Rae...”
 
   “Just let it go. You have to just let it go.”
 
   “I can’t...”
 
   “You can. I’ll help you.”
 
   “But she—we’re talking about your mother—”
 
   “We’re talking about a suicidal girl, Dad. She didn’t know she was pregnant. She had no idea I existed. Let it go, Dad. Let her go.”
 
   “I thought I had.”
 
   “You haven’t. You’ve been carrying her around like a corpse on your back for sixteen years.”
 
   She was right, of course. I saw it now. The endless one-night stands, enjoying their bodies, enjoying the fact that I knew what they didn’t: that I would end the relationship whenever I wanted, shatter them any way I could. What was that but anger, rage at what had happened, at what Rachel had done to me? And the perverse pleasure I took now in being abused, humiliated, putting up with Vincent and my almost ex-wife’s behavior, trying to pick up girls fifteen years younger than I was just for the sheer masochistic joy of having them turn away, call me a creep and an asshole? 
 
   “It’s not easy to let go,” I said gently, “after sixteen years.”
 
   “I’ll help you.”
 
   “You always say that.”
 
   “I will, though.”
 
   I tried to smile. “I know you will, honey.”
 
   # # #
 
   Later at home I turned on my computer for the first time since returning home and had a look at my e-mail. There was the usual collection of spam; my finger moved rapidly, hitting Delete again and again. As I did so, I found myself a bit concerned about this computer and Rae. Clicking on the drop-down, I saw the URLs for a number of nudie sites in the list along with the more respectable writerly and teacherly ones I normally visited. I doubted that Rae would really be terribly shocked to discover that her dad liked to look at naked young ladies—but still, I knew I had to stop going to such sites. It wouldn’t do to have her finding such things. Then again, I reasoned, I could get her a computer of her own—a laptop, maybe. A Christmas present? Would she like that? Then Tracy, my occasional paid bedmate, crossed my mind. Good Lord. Tracy. No more, I resolved. No more visits. No more telephone calls. I had to change my life. I had to change it completely.
 
   I hit Delete a few more times.
 
   One item, though, I opened. It was a holiday “e-card” from Barb Seymour. Clicking on the link I saw a Christmas-card illustration open up before me: Santa’s reindeer, a corny rhyme beneath. And a message: Have a ball this holiday season, Ben! Good luck on New Year’s Eve—remember, the end is near!!! 12/31/99 11:59:59—The Millennium is Nigh— WATCH OUT!! Love U! Barb.
 
   I smiled, clicked onto the next e-mail. More spam. Delete.  The last e-mail on the list was from an unfamiliar address; its heading said Hi, Ben. I nearly hit Delete again, but decided to open it. It was safe enough to do that, I’d been told; if it turned out to be spam, one was just supposed to make sure not to open any attachments the message might have. A quick glance, I figured, and then, if it was nothing, into the rubbish e-bin it would go.
 
   I stared at what came up on the screen for a very long time. 
 
   I became aware after a while of Rae turning on the TV in the other room, the sound of channels being changed. Pop music played for a few minutes; she was probably on MTV. Then sudden silence as she either turned off the set or muted it. 
 
   “Dad?” she called. “Are you ready for dinner?”
 
   I had a hard time finding my voice. After a moment she peeked around the corner.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Hm? Oh, sorry, honey. I was—working. On a story.”
 
   She smiled. “That’s good! Are you feeling okay?”
 
   “I feel—fine. I’m fine.” I tried to smile.
 
   “Well, I’m sorry to bother you, O Great Author Man, but would you like dinner? I can start making it. Steamed tilapia. Rice. Broccoli. How about it?”
 
   “It sounds—wonderful, honey. Really.”
 
   “Great! I’ll start it. Come out and help if you want. But don’t interrupt your story-writing. I can do it.”
 
   She disappeared. I heard rustlings in the kitchen. 
 
   After a time I shut off the computer and the message I couldn’t even begin to think about.
 
   # # #
 
   That night I woke crying from a dream of steps, clock towers, falling falling falling.
 
   “Dad?” A whisper.
 
   Rae stood in the doorway, illuminated dimly from behind by a table lamp in the sitting room. She had on her new blue pajamas.
 
   “Dad, are you okay?”
 
   “I’m...all right,” I said, unsure that I was. My heart was pounding. I wondered if I would go under again, have the attack that this time would annihilate me, erase me, obliterate my pathetic existence forever. I might just then have welcomed it.
 
   “Sure?”
 
   “I’m...sure. Go back to bed, honey.”
 
   She hesitated in the doorway. 
 
   “You don’t sound all right,” she said finally.
 
   “It was just a dream.” I sat up in bed. “Maybe I’ll get a drink of water.”
 
   “I’ll get it for you.” She moved to the bathroom, came out again a moment later with a Dixie cup in her hand. She brought me the cup and then sat on the swiveling computer chair next to the bed.
 
   “What were you dreaming about?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said as I gulped the water. “It’s not important. I don’t remember.”
 
   “You were dreaming about her, weren’t you?”
 
   I glanced at her. “I guess I was.”
 
   “Do you dream about her a lot?”
 
   “Not really,” I said. “Every now and then. But not for a long time. Until you came.”
 
   She looked down at her hands. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Dad.”
 
   “Jeez, it’s not your fault.” We were speaking in low murmurs, as people do in dark bedrooms even when there’s no reason to. “But—it’s just natural, I guess. With you here.”
 
   “I guess.” She looked at me. “What happened in the dream?”
 
   “I don’t know. There was no story to it. Just...” I tried to remember. “Just the clock tower, me standing there. The rain. And...a sort of sense of...I don’t know how to describe it. Like a wind, a wind suddenly passing by. It was her. Her jumping. Of course I didn’t feel anything like that in real life. But in the dream it was like...some kind of wind, a vortex, pulling at me as she fell. I didn’t see her fall. Just felt this vortex pulling at me.”
 
   “Did you want to jump? In the dream?”
 
   “Sort of. I wanted to follow the wind force. Just wanted to let it pick me up and carry me to wherever it wanted to.”
 
   After a moment she said, “The pavement?”
 
   “I didn’t care. I just wanted to go with it. I wanted to, and yet when I tried to go with it I just had the most awful feeling, the most—sad, sorrowful feeling. And I woke up.”
 
   “You were crying. I heard you. That’s why I came in.”
 
   “Oh my God.” I wiped at my face with my sleeve. “I’m sorry to wake you, honey. Go back to sleep.”
 
   “It’s okay, Dad. We can talk.”
 
   “You need to sleep.”
 
   “Well, so do you. But we can talk.” She leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “We have to support each other.”
 
   “You support me great, honey.”
 
   “I give you nightmares, too. So it seems. Maybe it was the dinner.”
 
   “The dinner was delicious. No, it’s me. It’s that...person you say I’ve been carrying on my back for sixteen years. It’s...things get so complicated, it’s...confusing.”
 
   “When are you going to let her go, Dad?”
 
   I leaned my head back, listened to my breathing, felt my heart beat. “I’d like to do that. Right now.”
 
   “Why don’t you?”
 
   I sighed. “I guess I don’t know how.”
 
   “Were you writing about her?”
 
   “Writing?”
 
   “Before. You said you were writing a story.”
 
   “Oh.” I felt embarrassed at the lie. “Um—maybe it will be about her. I don’t know yet.”
 
   “Can I read it?”
 
   “Whenever I finish it. Of course.”
 
   She studied me. “Why don’t you write a story about who she might have become? If she’d lived? If she hadn’t been so sick?”
 
   “That—that’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “Give her another life. One she wasn’t strong enough to actually have.”
 
   “That’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “If you get it published, will you give me half the money?” 
 
   “I’ll give you all the money.”
 
   She giggled. “Do you think you’re okay now?”
 
   “I think.”
 
   “I can stay longer.”
 
   “It’s okay, honey. Go to bed.”
 
   “’Kay.” She stood and leaned to me. We hugged. I kissed her on her cheek. “G’night again.”
 
   I love you, Dad.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   Her face seemed to all but burst with happiness when I said it.
 
   “You do?” she said. “You really do?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “I love you too. I do.” She embraced me again, briefly.
 
   “Okay, honey. We should sleep now. Both of us.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Rae?”
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   “Rae, what is a soul?”
 
   She looked at me for a long time, then reached her index finger to my chest and pushed, very gently, at my heart.
 
   I smiled.
 
   “Goodnight, Rae. Sleep tight.”
 
   “Goodnight, Dad.”
 
   4
 
   “A Certain Slant of Light”
by Benjamin Fall
 
   She didn’t know if it was the wind that woke her or the smell of the blood. Both were present in her consciousness before she opened her eyes: the sound of the upstairs windows whistling, rattling, the damp copper-like odor permeating the room. Strange that she should be aware of the wind at all, here on the wild and breeze blown High Plains; yet she was. It pushed and shook the house, making her wonder if a night storm might be coming. But the forecast had been clear.
 
   She looked down at herself—the moon provided a hard white half-light—and was shocked to see blood soaking the lower half of the sheets and blankets. She gasped, pulling herself up to a sitting position. 
 
   What in the world? 
 
   It couldn’t be a menstrual accident—it wasn’t the right time, and there was so much. She could never have produced this flood. This ocean. 
 
   She pulled herself out of the bed and stood, switching on the little lamp on the side table. Looking down at her nude body she saw that she was covered in blood below her pelvis. It was heavily streaked on her thighs, gradually thinning down her legs to random spatters on her feet, like one might see in a Jackson Pollock painting.
 
   It was then that a dull, throbbing pain began to radiate through her, beginning at her pelvis and pulsating out through her legs and arms and head. Her breath came fast. She wondered if she was about to pass out. Looking at the bed, she thought she should call someone—but who would she call? She lived alone. There was no one else within ten miles of the house. Though technically she could ring 911—she paid taxes for such services, after all—it would take a very long time for any ambulance to come all the way out here. Yet she feared she might be dying.
 
   But how? Why? She could see no injury anywhere on her body. It had to be menstrual. And yet she wasn’t leaking now. Had she suffered some sort of hemorrhage? 
 
   Then, for a single insane moment, she believed that she had grown a tail.
 
   There it was, between her legs. Perhaps two feet long, slick with blood and clots of gore. Of course it was not a tail. It was an umbilical cord.
 
   But she wasn’t pregnant.
 
   Heart hammering in her chest, she reached down and took the end of the cord in her hands. It was slick, knotty, bumpy. She could see a big blue vein running through the middle of it. 
 
   But what she noticed most of all was the end of the cord. What she saw—what she thought she saw—was impossible, so she turned to the lamp and held the cord close to the light. 
 
   The cord terminated with what were unmistakably teeth marks.
 
   # # #
 
   They’d told her she was crazy, of course: Mina Lynn Greenwood, the celebrated Mina Lynn Greenwood, pitching away her tenure-track position at the university, her control of the nationally famous Summer Writing Institute, her fantastically popular courses in Victorian Women Poets and Modern English Verse, pitching away New York itself in order to go cultivate her talent in some shack on the High Plains? Nebraska, wasn’t it? North Dakota? 
 
   Judy Epstein, her office mate—they were the same age, thirty-eight, and sometimes team-taught courses—would have none of it. “Mina,” she said, gulping coffee in that hurried way that she had even when she had no reason to be hurried, “you must be mad. No, you can’t.” She shook her unkempt red curls. “You’re on the ladder now—there’s nowhere to go but up. You’ll be the chair of the English department eventually. My God, you’ve already written three books, and you started with the Yale Younger Poets Prize. You’ll get a Pulitzer one of these days.”
 
   “I still can,” Mina said, smiling indulgently.
 
   “You know better than that. If you jump off this particular ladder you’re gone forever. You can forget about the big prizes. To get one of those takes clout. You know as well as I do that you didn’t just get the Yale Prize. God knows you deserved it, Mina. I’m not saying that. But you had some powerful people in your corner.”
 
   “Well, maybe I won’t win any more of the big prizes, that’s all.”
 
   “And for what? Why are you doing this?”
 
   “It’s my home, Judy.”
 
   “Your home,” she spat. “Home is the place you visit for a week over Christmas. Take a sabbatical and live there for half the year if you want. Don’t just leave.”
 
   But she left. When she’d learned that her childhood home was for sale, she knew she would. She’d made an offer—quickly accepted—and informed the Department Chair that she would not be renewing her contract for the following year. She had no particular money worries. Her income would be reasonable from her essays and criticism, if not from her poetry; an annotated edition she’d prepared of Aurora Leigh brought in a small but steady stream of money, having been adopted in countless university courses. She could guest-lecture occasionally here and there. Financially she would be all right.
 
   She couldn’t explain it—this irresistible urge to go home. She hadn’t been back in twenty years; her parents were long dead; she knew no one there. The house had passed through two subsequent owners since her father died (she herself had never had a chance to possess it before; the bank had taken it to pay Papa’s back debts). She wondered vaguely if the later owners had been like Papa, broken would-be farmers. 
 
   Well, that was unfair. There was nothing would-be about Papa’s farming. But the land had shattered him. The vast plains, the wind, the hard stubborn soil, the endless buffalo grass, the silence, the isolation, the loneliness. For a few years, when Mina was young and her mother was still relatively well, it looked as if they might make a go of it. But then Mama died, a long drought hit, and her father was never the same. He kept on, raising wheat and cotton as best he could. (And sunflowers! Those were Mina’s favorite, the giant sunflower fields, hundreds of happy yellow heads bursting with seed, just the right place for girls and goldfinches.) But each year there were fewer crops. Each year Papa employed fewer men; the great irrigating sprinklers dampened less land. Piece by piece he sold it off, until by the time he became ill there was only the house and a scrubby acre or two left. Mina was in New York, on the first semester of her undergraduate scholarship, when he passed away.
 
   No, she couldn’t explain this urge to return home. All she knew was that when she looked in the mirror, at her celery-thin body, her sallow, even ghostly features—the big dark eyes, the hair as straight and black as a waterfall at midnight—she felt hopeless, lost. They were good features, she knew—she was pretty, even beautiful in an odd, off-kilter sort of way. (Some had gone so far as to suggest that her books succeeded as much for the author photos prominently displayed on their back panels as for their actual content.) But she hated what she saw. 
 
   She hated her voice, too, which sounded to her too high, too shrill. And she hated how her clothes hung on her. But most of all, she hated her work. Not her classes—those were all right, she could drift through them easily enough on what others called “charm” and “charisma” even if she was unaware of possessing either—but her poems. She could scarcely bear to look at any of them after they’d been published; what had seemed vital and real as it poured out from her pencil onto the yellow pad seemed, in the cold light of print, false, artificial, ridiculous. Someday they’ll find me out, she would think.  Someday they’ll realize their mistake and take back their awards, burn all the copies of the books. As well they should.
 
   Yet this disgust hadn’t harmed her career; in one way it enhanced it. Her readings, of which she’d given hundreds by now, all over the East Coast, were something of a minor sensation—not least because of her adamant refusal to read from any of her published work. She couldn’t. She felt she would quite literally die if she had to utter any of the wretched things aloud. When someone went to a Mina Lynn Greenwood reading, they were guaranteed to hear nothing but new poems, read in her quiet but intense style (intense because she was terrified), usually while she had on one of her long white dresses (which were the ones that covered her body the most completely). She was “ethereally electrifying,” one newspaper reported—a clunky phrase that had nonetheless stuck. 
 
   Impassioned letters came from readers, usually young female college students. Some of them created websites honoring her and her work. She understood that someone at a university in Canada was even writing a full-length study of her poems. 
 
   Somehow, she was a hit.
 
   She found it all bizarre. They were celebrating someone else, it seemed. Certainly not her: not little Mina Greenwood, the farm girl from the High Plains who’d spent her time running around barefoot in her father’s bright sunflower patches, who’d worn overalls all summer and had to be bribed into ever taking a bath. No, not that girl. That girl was gone, long dead.
 
   But now she felt that the Mina Lynn Greenwood she’d created since, the poet and scholar, the presence, was dead too. She had nothing—classes to which she was indifferent, books she couldn’t bear to look at. Over the years there had been two major relationships, painful and debilitating affairs which ended badly. Flirtations and brief encounters that ended badly as well. She was alone in the world. 
 
   And so there was nothing for it. With nowhere else to go, she went home.
 
   # # #
 
   When she opened her eyes again it was morning. The blood had mostly dried on her legs, making them brittle and sticky. The sheets had crisped in places. The umbilical cord had fallen off: there it was on the floor, dry and dead.
 
   She had apparently collapsed across the bed; she was lying diagonally on it, uncovered. She tried to sit up. Her head ached and she felt exhausted, but at the same time she somehow perceived that the crisis had passed. Checking between her legs, she understood that whatever had caused the river of blood the night before had stopped. Her hands, probing, came away dry, merely flecked with hard particles of red matter. There was no specific pain. But she did sense a dull ache everywhere in her extremities, as if someone had been punching her vagina and thighs. But there were no bruises, as far as she could see. Of course there wouldn’t be; she’d given birth, that’s all.
 
   She shook her head. She had not given birth.
 
   But looking down at the wan little cord on the floor, she began to piece together what must have happened. A miscarriage. Calculating back, she realized it was barely possible that she could have been pregnant and not known it; her periods were notoriously unreliable, anyway. It seemed unlikely, but it was the only explanation. And it had the advantage of being possible. She had miscarried, and had some sort of hemorrhage while doing it.
 
   Yet…a miscarriage with a fully developed umbilical cord? And a placenta? (She saw it next to the cord, what she’d initially taken to be a dirty sock.) 
 
   And: where was the fetus? 
 
   She looked around the bed. Nothing.
 
   Finally she reached down and took the umbilical cord in her hand, remembering the nightmarish vision she’d had just before passing out. Teeth marks! It seemed absurd now. Looking at it, she could tell nothing; it was blackened, deflated, almost unrecognizable from the living thing she’d held in her hands the night before. 
 
   She felt a terrible sorrow then. She had been carrying a child and not known it. It had miscarried and she’d not understood.
 
   Yet she still didn’t see anything in the room that could be the fetus. She stripped the bed, crouched under it. Again nothing.
 
   Sighing, groaning a bit, she decided that what she needed more than anything was a long, hot shower. That would clear her head. Perhaps she would make some coffee. Then she could return to this room and come to a final understanding of what had happened here, to her, what this bloody holocaust meant.
 
   She would have put on her robe, but didn’t want blood on it. Instead she simply walked naked to the kitchen—the bottoms of her feet were clean— and started up the automatic coffee maker. Then she crossed back toward the bathroom, stopping for a moment to look out the front window. It was a beautiful spring day, sun-washed, with immense clean skies, unbroken pale blue everywhere she saw. She felt she would be all right then. What had happened was over, and she was intact.
 
   A few moments later she was standing before the bathroom mirror, contemplating her rather horrifying appearance while waiting for the water in the shower to grow warm, when she heard what she quickly decided she had not heard. No.
 
   She had not heard footsteps upstairs. Tiny ones, moving this way and that. 
 
   She had not.
 
   # # #
 
   “I hope you understand,” the real estate agent had said, “that there’s nothing out there. Nothing at all.”
 
   “I know,” she said. They were in the woman’s office, nearly twenty miles from the house itself. “I used to live there.”
 
   “Well, yes, you told me that,” she answered, scowling a bit. She was perhaps fifty, defiantly gray-haired, with that intense, underfed look lifelong occupants of the High Plains often had. “But, you know, it’s gone downhill since your time. The area. There’s no town out there anymore.”
 
   “There wasn’t much of one when I was here. The population was about a hundred, I think.”
 
   “Maybe, but now there’s nobody. Nothing. The last shops closed up ten years ago. The town of Hartlow no longer exists, except as a name on old maps. You’ll be the only resident. For your groceries—for everything—you’ll have to come here.”
 
   “Here,” the county seat, was a flat, featureless conglomeration of squat brick buildings—a little place that sold groceries, a hardware store, lumberyard, pool hall, a few local government offices, a bank, a library, and, Mina noted with a grim smile, three bars—which hunkered defensively against the wind and sun, surrounded on all sides by dirt, scrub brush, distant brown fields. 
 
   “You almost sound,” Mina said, “as if you’re trying to talk me out of it.”
 
   “Oh no,” the woman smiled. “Not at all. I’m delighted—we’re delighted—to have you here. To have you back. A native. It’s just very unusual. I’ve lived here since I was born, and when people leave—they never come back.”
 
   “Well, it’s my home.”
 
   “Yes. Yes, it is.”
 
   She’d bought it sight unseen, having been assured that, yes, the house was inhabitable. There was electricity. The telephone service could be reinstalled (no cell phone would function there). Structurally, though in need of improvements, the place was intact. 
 
   “There’s just nothing out there,” one of the agents said, clearly puzzled by her decision, as they signed the documents at closing. “We have some very nice properties closer to town, where you’d be…”
 
   “It’s my home,” she insisted. Out there.
 
   The long drive across the mostly dirt roads had caused the memories to come pouring back. She had forgotten how vast the plains were, how flat the land, how huge the sky. And how quiet, how forlorn. This was a land that killed people—swallowed them up. They bought their little house and their bit of land, thinking to become hardy farmers in the bold American tradition, only to discover that the soil was never good enough, the rain wasn’t sufficiently steady, crop prices were always too low. Suicide rates had been high here ever since the first European settlers came in the early 1900s—higher even than the old statistics indicated, probably, since so many people who died in “accidents” back then seemed to have had trouble stepping off railroad tracks to avoid onrushing trains. 
 
   And there was no help for it. No one to rescue them. Just the hard land, the unforgiving land.
 
   The buildings she saw after she’d passed out of town were mostly shattered wrecks. Houses that had clearly been uninhabited for decades, their paint faded and peeling, windows hollow, glassless, screen doors collapsing crookedly off their hinges. Abandoned barns with no roofs, sometimes only three walls standing. And old cars: here and there, colorless heaps without doors, missing wheels or tires, their insides exposed to the elements for decades and so tattered, ripped, burst apart—home, no doubt, to mice, rats, birds.
 
   When she saw the house for the first time, there ahead, far from the road, she was surprised at how small it looked. And how isolated. It was a plain two-story structure, dirty white, that looked lost amidst the endless brown buffalo grass, like something out of Edward Hopper. As if no one had ever lived there, or ever would. As if it hadn’t been built by people at all but instead had simply appeared there one day, exactly as it was now. 
 
   Pulling up the weed-laced dirt track to the front door, she knew that it had not always looked this way to her. She’d had her girlhood here, after all. Parents who’d loved her. Even friends, a few, at her alma mater, Hartlow Combined School, which had taught the elementary students in one building, the high schoolers in the other. She’d gone there for twelve years. It was difficult to believe, now. The school had closed its doors forever a few years after she’d gone.
 
   Stepping from the car, she immediately felt the hard, hot breeze in her face, smelled the unique odor of the High Plains: part dry grass, part dust, part something else, something indescribable. Home. The house itself had changed little, despite her initial impression. The front porch was more weathered than she recalled, badly in need of paint, yet it seemed sound. She could picture herself as a girl on this very porch, swinging lazily on the porch swing they’d had, reading library copies of her early favorite poets, Poe and Dickinson and Millay. She would have to order a porch swing now.
 
   Inside the house was also familiar, though everything seemed smaller than it had then. The ceilings felt lower. The previous owners had torn out the carpet that the Greenwoods had had, exposing the bright pine wood underneath and polishing it: a good decision, though the floor was chipped and dingy now. There was no furniture anywhere except an old kitchen chair sitting, for some reason, in the middle of the living room. 
 
   The kitchen was familiar, too, except for a somewhat newer refrigerator than the one she remembered. The stove and oven were the same. The countertops. The cabinets. They were all worn, scratched, stained. The kitchen really needed refurbishing, but she doubted she would ever do it. The downstairs bathroom seemed in fair shape, also easily recognizable despite a different sink and mirror; everything worked, at least.
 
   She wandered to her old bedroom, which was at the back of the house—she’d slept downstairs throughout her youth, first to maximize the distance between herself and her parents (not in a negative way, but simply for what she thought of then as independence), later to keep away from her desperately ill mother upstairs. How tiny her old room was! And yet the view out the window was instantly familiar—she knew that exact perspective as well as if it had been tattooed into her DNA. That precise box of sky. The slight undulations in the buffalo grass. The little mound in the distance, off to the right, not enough to be called a hill.
 
   Upstairs was worse. Clearly the previous owners had let things go. Old wallpaper was dropping from the walls in strips everywhere, including her parents’ old room. Windows were cracked. The floor had holes in it big enough to fit her foot. The toilet, long dry and dirt-streaked, was lying on its side. The entire upper part of the house was “inhabitable” only in the most marginal sense. 
 
   Mina quickly decided to shut off the upstairs completely. She would live down below. 
 
   Later that day a delivery truck made its way to the house—Boy oh boy, ma’am, you really live out in the country!—and the two men unloaded her sofa, chairs, bed, bureaus, books. By the time they’d gone, it had become a place where a human being could live again. It was home.
 
   # # #
 
   The clothes dryer was on the fritz, so after she’d run the sheets and blankets through the washing machine twice, Mina used the old clothesline out back and some clothespins she’d found under the sink to hang everything out in the wind. The blood, she knew, would never come out completely; she needed new bed things; but for now, these were all she had. They flapped in the breeze like old battle flags, tattered and stained.
 
   She turned on the TV—she received only one channel—and stared at two grinning morning-show hosts trying hard to be amusing. After five minutes she shut it off. She moved to her computer then, which sat on a table in the corner of the living room, and looked desultorily at her e-mail. (The house’s telephone line allowed her Internet access with a very slow dial-up modem.) There was an invitation to do a reading in Boston. A journal editor sending along some minor suggestions for an essay of hers they were printing. Some spam. And a letter from Judy Epstein: It’s been a month now, kid. Had enough of the country life? I think you could still get your job back here if you want it—I don’t think our old fart of a dept. chair has put out any notices yet. Want me to tell him you’re interested? PS The correct answer to that question is YES. Love you, even if you’re out of your flippin’ head. NYC needs you! Come back! Judy.
 
   She smiled as she read the note. But she was also listening, listening carefully, for any sound that might come from upstairs.
 
   She realized, of course, that her imagination had run away with her. The miscarriage, the scary hemorrhage, the sight of herself in the mirror covered in blood like the surviving heroine at the end of a slasher film—all had combined, no doubt with a rat or a mouse with unfortunate timing, to make her think…No. It was ridiculous. She had cleaned the sheets, cleaned her room, it was all in the past now. Today would be a day like any other. She would read, eat, sleep. She would stare at her yellow pad for a while to see if any poems came (most likely, none would; she had written nothing since arriving here). It was possible that she should drive into the county seat to see a doctor; she was monitoring herself carefully for any further blood, any further pain. But there was none. The incident, strange though it was, seemed finished.
 
   And yet she listened. Carefully. For any sound. From upstairs.
 
   The day passed. Her mood was gray, though the day itself was brilliant: at one point she wandered outside for a while, felt the breeze on her face, in her hair, flapping the skirt against her legs. She tried to write, but the yellow pad remained stubbornly blank. Finally she pulled her Dickinson from the shelf—it was curious, she hadn’t read Emily Dickinson in years, yet she felt drawn to a poem which had once been her favorite:
 
   There’s a certain slant of light
 
   On winter afternoons,
 
   That oppresses, like the weight
 
   Of cathedral tunes….
 
   Well, it wasn’t winter now; it was bright spring. Yet she couldn’t shake a melancholy feeling that permeated her bones; the poem, so famously about depression, caught it perfectly: she felt as if the light itself oppressed her. Was she anemic? She’d lost blood the night before, there was no doubt about that. Perhaps that was the cause. Perhaps she should, after all, drive into town, see a doctor. But when she got up to go to the telephone all energy seemed to drain from her, leaving her limp and listless. She had to lie down. Stepping into her bedroom, she pulled the curtains closed. There were no sheets on her bed, of course, so she took a coat from the closet and placed it over her shoulders.
 
   The light gradually faded from the room. 
 
   She slept for a time, a deep but uneasy sleep in which odd fragmentary dreams seemed to bob up into her consciousness, only to sink down again. Michael, her long-limbed college boyfriend, who always avoided looking at her when they made love. Her mother’s sagging, wasted face in her final illness, perspiring, eyes blinking fast, mouth gaping spasmodically. A boy—what was his name?—pushing her into a mud puddle with her new dress when she was four or five. Her father, silent in his chair, not reading, not watching TV, not speaking, just smoking his pipe for hours on end, as he often did in later years. 
 
   She was somewhere between sleeping and waking, her partly-open eyes staring absently past the door toward the living room, when she heard the footsteps coming down the stairs.
 
   The footsteps did not frighten her. A part of her knew they would come; knew that what she’d heard that morning had not been her imagination. But the weight of the dark dream-visions oppressed her, kept her from moving or even considering it. She simply watched the doorway. From her vantage point she could see the bottom of the stairs; she waited for someone to appear there.
 
   Someone did. It was a little girl, perhaps eight years old, in a plain white skirt and stockings. Her shoes were black. She had long black hair and big eyes. She turned when she reached the bottom of the stairs and stood in the doorway facing Mina.
 
   Neither said a word. After a moment the little girl walked up to the bed and sat down lightly upon it.
 
   “Hello,” the girl said. 
 
   Mina moved to sit up. “Hello…What’s your name?”
 
   “Mina.”
 
   “That’s my name. How did you know my name?”
 
   “It’s my name too.”
 
   “Your name is Mina?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What’s your last name, Mina?”
 
   “Greenwood.” The girl looked at her, a flicker of impatience in her eyes. “You should know.”
 
   “I should?” She scowled, studying the girl closely. Yet there was no denying it, of course. She’d known the second she saw the girl. There was a picture of herself at that age, wearing that dress. It had been her one formal outfit; most of the time she wore jeans or overalls. But part of the image was wrong. She hadn’t worn her hair like that at that age; she’d had a short, pageboy-style look then. And her face had been different, her features smaller and more pressed together; adolescence had broadened her face, expanded her features, made her prettier. This girl looked like she did now, only without the crow’s feet, without the wear and tear of years. 
 
   The child reached out and took Mina’s hand in her own, studying it closely. She touched the old dark scar on her wrist curiously.
 
   “Did you try to kill yourself?” the girl asked.
 
   “Yes,” she said, after a moment, “I did. A long time ago.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Oh…lots of reasons. There’s never just one reason.”
 
   “Sometimes,” the girl said, “I want to kill myself, too.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Their eyes met again. “Do you have any food?” the girl asked. “I’m hungry.”
 
   They went into the kitchen. Mina toasted frozen waffles for her and watched her drench them in margarine and syrup and eat them greedily. She herself had a cup of tea. They sat at the kitchen table for some minutes without speaking, a single light on overhead.
 
   “Where,” Mina ventured finally, “where…where do you live, Mina?”
 
   The girl looked up and scowled. “Where do you think I live? Come on.”
 
   “I…I don’t understand.”
 
   “Yes, you do.”
 
   “Well, I—I’ve only got the one bed, you know.”
 
   “We can sleep together. It’s big enough. Only we need to put the sheets and stuff on it.”
 
   After she finished they went outside, into the cricket-filled darkness, and gathered up the bedclothes. As Mina started spreading them on the bed she noticed that they had come out far better than she’d thought they would; there was really no trace of blood on them at all.
 
   “I don’t have any pajamas or anything like that for you, you know,” she said.
 
   The girl shrugged. “That doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Well, I—I guess we’ll go to sleep, then.”
 
   She found her old nightgown at the bottom of her bureau drawer and put it on. When she turned out the light she lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling and listening to the girl next to her breathing.
 
   “Goodnight, Mina.”
 
   “Goodnight, Mina.”
 
   But for a long time she didn’t sleep. The girl’s touching her wrist had roiled up memories that had long been quiescent in her mind. She could remember the sensation of the tip of the razor as it first began to slice into her flesh: she’d known in that moment why people referred to the feeling as cold. It literally was, as if the razor itself had just emerged from a block of dry ice. But then when the blood began to flow her wrist grew warm again, as if thick bathwater were streaming over it. The sensation was actually rather pleasant.
 
   All of that was long ago. Shortly after she’d arrived in New York. Shortly after her father had died. Afterward a hospital—a special wing—with other girls like her, wrists wrapped, eyes glittering with madness. Laughter, tears. Their hair askew. Fists pounding on walls. Slapping at themselves. She’d stayed quiet, very quiet, accepting the IVs, the counseling, the pills that would “stabilize” her, the new names in her life—lithium, trazodone, chlorpromazine… 
 
   Sometime in the middle of the night she was awakened by a rattling at the garbage can outside. Some wild animal, no doubt. She slept again. 
 
   Then, just before dawn, the sound of crying woke her.
 
   The girl was lying on her side, facing away from her.
 
   “Mina?” she whispered to the child. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   She leaned over to try to see the girl’s face. In her tiny palms she held the dry, blackened umbilical cord.
 
   “How could you throw it away?” the child asked, looking back at her with wet, hurt eyes. “How could you?”
 
   # # #
 
   Dawn was streaming through the windows when Mina woke to find the girl standing before her. She was wearing a pair of overalls; her feet were bare.
 
   Mina sat up. “Where—where did you get the clothes?”
 
   “Here. In the house.”
 
   “I don’t have any little-girl things here.”
 
   “Sure you do. You just have to know where to look. C’mon, I want us to go outside and play!”
 
   “All—all right.”  As she stood she noticed that the girl seemed older than she’d been the night before. Certainly she wasn’t eight. She looked closer to ten now. “Let me get dressed.”
 
   The girl smiled. “You’re so slow!”
 
   But soon enough she’d dressed and they’d shared an apple and some milk.
 
   “C’mon, c’mon!” the girl said, tugging at Mina’s hand. “I want to go play in the sunflowers!”
 
   Mina stopped. “There aren’t any sunflowers, honey.”
 
   “Sure there are!”
 
   “No. Nobody harvests the land anymore. Nobody planted any. And even if they did, they’d be small now. It’s not the season for them.”
 
   “Yes, it is! I’ll show you!”
 
   And when they stepped outside into the hot light, Mina saw that the child was correct. Sunflowers were everywhere: fat stalks with gigantic drooping heads that burst with seed. She inhaled joyously, smelled the odor of dirt, the odor of green growing things. 
 
   “But honey,” she protested, “this is…”
 
   “C’mon, c’mon!” 
 
   They ran into the sunflower patch. The stalks dwarfed the little girl and were considerably higher even than Mina’s own head. Within moments they were hidden away, the sunflowers completely encasing them in a world of their own. Nothing but sunflowers could be seen from where they were: sunflowers and sky.
 
   And, presently, birds. All at once they seemed to descend into the patch, darting this way and that: goldfinches, mountain plovers, blue grosbeaks, brown thrashers, mockingbirds, lark sparrows: an impossible aviary, hundreds of birds everywhere. She heard the little girl laughing, raising her hands as if to try to catch them, and realized that she was laughing too. Some landed on her shoulders, her forearms, then fluttered away again. Twitters and cries filled the air. 
 
   “Honey…this is…”
 
   “C’mon!” 
 
   They chased each other through the patch, which seemed to have no end: this way and that, crashing between the stalks, falling to the soft ground, jumping up again, giggling, shouting happily, running off again. 
 
   “Mina!”
 
   “Mina, Mina!”
 
   And when they finally collapsed in hilarious exhaustion, laughing, tickling each other, the girl said: “I brought you something, Mina.”
 
   “What did you bring me, Mina?”
 
   She smiled, quieting, and reached into her back pocket. “Here.” She placed a small book into her hands.
 
   “Oh my gosh. The Pocket Book of Story Poems. This is the first book of poetry I ever read.”
 
   “I know, silly.”
 
   “I haven’t seen this in…”
 
   “Twenty-five years.”
 
   “It was a book in the school library. I checked it out so many times that the librarian used to joke with me about it. She said I’d found a way to legally steal it, just by bringing it back every three weeks for renewal.” She opened the volume and found a library-card pocket pasted to the inside front cover. Printed on the pocket were the words Hartlow Combined School.
 
   “Honey…” she began, puzzled. “This is…”
 
   “The same book.” The girl smiled.
 
   “How can it be? The school hasn’t even existed in…”
 
   “Seventeen years.”
 
   “Then…?”
 
   “Well,” the girl said, giggling, “obviously they don’t need it anymore, do they?”
 
   Mina laughed. She flipped through the yellowed pages of the old paperback. Longfellow, Tennyson, Whitman, Housman, Poe…
 
   “I like ‘Adventures of Isabel’ best,” the girl offered.
 
   “Of course you do.” Ogden Nash. She turned to the poem and read aloud: 
 
   “‘Isabel met an enormous bear;
 
   Isabel, Isabel didn’t care.
 
   The bear was hungry, the bear was ravenous,
 
   The bear’s big mouth was cruel and cavernous.
 
   The bear said, Isabel, glad to meet you,
 
   How do Isabel…’”
 
   “ ‘…Now I’ll eat you!’” the girl shouted, completing the line.
 
   They read the rest of the poem together in different funny voices, sitting close together, laughing hysterically. It had been her favorite poem, at ten years old. She’d thought it the funniest thing she’d ever read. 
 
   The child placed her head in Mina’s lap and they read funny poems together, though neither of them really needed the book. The girl had all the best ones memorized, and as she recited them the words came flowing back into Mina’s mind, as well. 
 
   “I like to write poems,” the child said at one point. “But mine aren’t very good.”
 
   “Well, you need to practice,” Mina assured her. “You’ll get better.”
 
   Gradually it grew dark.
 
   “Do you think we can we find our way back?” Mina asked, standing.
 
   “Of course, silly.” The girl took her hand.
 
   It was strange, how quickly the darkness had fallen. Strange too how quickly they found their way out of the sunflower patch; they’d run into it for quite a long way, she’d thought. And yet after only a moment they made their way out of the patch and stood before the house again. For a moment Mina was certain that a light was on in the sitting room—yes, there—and she saw a silhouette of a man in a chair, smoking a pipe.
 
   “Papa?” she whispered.
 
   But then the vision was gone. She looked toward her companion, who was still holding her hand. The girl was a teenager now. 
 
   “C’mon,” the youngster said. “Let’s go in.” She wore overalls still, and was still barefoot.
 
   They did. They stepped into the house and ate ice cream and stayed up to watch The Midnight Special and frolicked with each other on the bed. They did each other’s hair and painted their toenails. They danced to 45 rpm records by the Electric Light Orchestra. Mina had never laughed so much; her stomach muscles were literally in pain as it got very late and they collapsed together on the bed, their heads pressed together. 
 
   The next morning the girl was in her early twenties and she wore a fetching short blue skirt and blouse. Mina remembered the outfit when she saw it. 
 
   They ended up going for a long walk through the countryside. The morning was cool and fresh, clear and comfortable. They wandered past several abandoned houses, the doors agape, the windows gone.
 
   “They call these ‘see-through houses’ around here,” Mina explained.
 
   “I know,” the girl said, smiling.
 
   Eventually they made their way to Hartlow Combined School. Except that the windows were broken out, the building actually seemed in fairly good repair—it was only when they stepped into the classrooms that the school’s utter abandonment became clear. The walls were smeared by rain. The empty shelves had warped and collapsed. Wall hangings had fallen to the floor and grown moldy. Desks were piled haphazardly atop each other. 
 
   “Strange,” Mina pondered, “to think of the last people here, whoever they were. The very last people to use these rooms for what they were intended. The teachers collecting up their supplies, deciding to leave the posters on the walls. The students gathering up their things, leaving old homework assignments crumpled on the floor.” She picked one up, smoothed the sheet of paper. The first page of an English essay. The topic: Emily Dickinson’s “There’s a certain slant of light…” The grade: B+. The student’s name: Mina Greenwood.
 
   The two women—the girl was a woman now, after all, in her mid-twenties—looked at each other.
 
   “Mina,” she whispered, “what’s happening to me? I don’t understand what’s happening to me.” Suddenly, for no reason she knew, she began to cry: great waves of tears seemed to overcome her, crashing through her body like a thunderstorm. She could hardly breathe. She found herself collapsing onto the floor, which smelled of dirt and mildew.
 
   “It’s all right,” the younger woman said, leaning down, stroking her back.
 
   “I hate myself,” Mina said. “I’ve always hated myself.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Ever since I was little. I always knew other people were better than me. I knew that other people got more because they deserved more.” Her throat burned with weeping. “I knew that if I was worth more my mom wouldn’t have died, my dad wouldn’t have grown distant and his farming wouldn’t have failed. It was me. I knew it was me. I was ugly and stupid and useless. That’s what I thought.”
 
   “I know you did.”
 
   “That’s what I still think. You know—” she picked up the old essay, looked over the precise, nearly typewriter-quality printing she had then—“when I walk down Fifth Avenue in New York, I find myself looking up at all the skyscrapers that make the street half-dark even in the middle of the day, and I picture bodies dropping out of them. One after another. How pretty they look, as if they’re flying.” She swallowed, trying to keep her body from shaking. She wiped her eyes. “I always keep plenty of pills around. Lithium. Sleeping pills. Aspirin. Anything. Sometimes I take a few too many of something. Not enough to do any serious damage, but enough to knock me out for a day at a time. I used to miss classes because of it.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She dropped the paper to the ground, took the young woman’s wrist and studied the scar that ran across it. She noticed how much redder it was, how much more raised off the skin, than hers was now. Her tears slowed. “I only ever actually did it that once. But I—you know, once I went to this psychiatrist, I saw her a few times, and I remember a questionnaire that I had to fill out. One of the questions was, ‘Do you ever have suicidal thoughts?’ And I thought to myself, My God, is that really a question? Doesn’t everybody have suicidal thoughts? I’d had suicidal thoughts every day of my life. Every day. I thought of it—I think of it—all the time. Not in the sense that I’m about to go do it. I just think about it, like other people think about the morning newspaper or the baseball scores. I think about ways to do it. Pills. A gun. Driving a car off a cliff. Running out in front of a train.”
 
   “Why do you think about it?” her companion asked.
 
   “It’s—” She hesitated.
 
   “Go ahead, Mina.”
 
   “It’s—it’s a comfort. That’s a fact. I know that sounds awful. But it’s a comfort. To remember, every day, that there’s a way out, there’s—” She choked as another wave of emotion slammed into her. “It—it isn’t supposed to be this hard, is it? Life? Living? My God, I’m so privileged. I have so much. Why is it—why can’t I—I don’t understand—”
 
   She gave herself over to tears then, her body shaking violently, spasms of pain washing over her. Her companion held her silently, gently.
 
   # # #
 
   When they returned to the house it was dark again. Mina fell onto the bed and her companion massaged her shoulders, brushed her hair, washed her face with a damp cloth. They said nothing for a long time. The girl who had been eight years old and then ten and then twenty-one was now her own age, thirty-eight; they were twins. The wind whistled through the windows upstairs. The house creaked and groaned. Mina lay there wordlessly, enfolded in the woman’s arms. Her eyes were closed.
 
   “I’m scared,” she whispered, after a while. “I’m scared of the dark. I’m scared of the wind. I’m scared of strange sounds. I’m scared of my feelings. I’m scared of driving on highways. I’m scared of flying. I’m scared of spiders. I’m scared of other people. I’m scared of small children. I’m scared of electrical outlets. I’m scared of knocks on the door. I’m scared of the phone ringing. I’m scared of thunder. I’m scared of large dogs. I’m scared of small dogs. I’m scared of looking stupid. I’m scared of men when they see my body the first time. I’m scared when they make love to me. I’m scared they’ll think I’m ugly or boring or bad in bed. I’m scared they’ll say I’m fat. I’m scared they’ll leave. I’m scared they’ll stay. I’m scared of enclosed places. I’m scared of teenagers in groups. I’m scared of butcher knives. I’m scared of the dentist. I’m scared of the computer when it does something I don’t understand. I’m scared of letters from people I don’t know. I’m scared of creaking floorboards. I’m scared…”
 
   “Everybody’s scared, Mina.”
 
   “Not like me. They’re not scared like me.”
 
   “Yes. They are.”
 
   The wind whipped across the plains and she could hear it swishing in the buffalo grass outside.
 
   “Mina,” the woman said finally, stroking her hair, “why did you come here?”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Home. Why did you come home?”
 
   Mina thought about it. Her thoughts were gray, confused, inchoate.
 
   “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I—I just needed to come home.”
 
   “There’s nothing here, Mina. You knew that.”
 
   “I—”
 
   “What?”
 
   She swallowed. Her throat was hot. The wind blew. “I wanted to disappear,” she said. “Say goodbye to my life. I just wanted to…I didn’t want anymore. Coming back here was a way of…vanishing.”
 
   “Dying?”
 
   “I—yes, I suppose.” She smiled thinly. “I guess I’m the world’s slowest suicide.”
 
   They listened to the wind for a long time. Moonlight illuminated the room. Looking around the room, Mina realized suddenly that others had materialized here: many others: all of the different versions of her, the ones she’d met here and others she hadn’t, small children, adolescents, young women; some nude, some in underwear, some wearing outfits she remembered from ten years ago, twenty, thirty; all standing motionlessly, dozens of them, crowding the room, watching her intently. And yet Mina felt no anxiety, no self-consciousness; nothing emanated from the shadowy, silent figures but acceptance, love.
 
   “You cut yourself off from us,” the woman said at last.
 
   Mina could not reply.
 
   “You cut yourself off from us so much that you got lost.”
 
   “I was always…lost,” she protested.
 
   “No. You were always sensitive. You were always depressed. You were always in pain. But you weren’t always lost.”
 
   “I—I don’t know—how to find my way back…”
 
   “Sure you do. What have you been doing these past couple of days but finding your way back?”
 
   “I don’t—understand…”
 
   “You found us, Mina. We came out. And you found us.”
 
   “You came out…?”
 
   “We couldn’t stay with you anymore. Not the way you were. You cut us off. We were drifting in nothingness. We were unloved, forgotten. We had to come out. It was the only way we could survive. It was our only hope.”
 
   “We…?”
 
   “You didn’t really think we were gone, did you? You didn’t really think you were alone?”
 
   “I did…Yes…”
 
   “That was a mistake, Mina.”
 
   “A mistake…”
 
   “You were never alone. We were always with you. But you cut yourself off from us. We had to come out, Mina.”
 
   “What—what happens now? A person can’t be…can’t be…” She gestured vaguely toward the silent sentinels all around. 
 
   “Accept us again, Mina,” the woman answered.
 
   “Be with us again,” one of the figures in the room said quietly.
 
   “We want to be—” began another.
 
   “—whole again,” finished someone.
 
   “You’re us, Mina,” came another voice.
 
   “And we’re you.”
 
   “Don’t hate us. Love us. We love you.”
 
   “I…” Mina tried to speak. “I… I don’t…”
 
   “Accept us,” the woman beside her said. “Love us again.” As she said it, her voice seemed to change: first it was the voice of a woman, then the voice of a child, then the voice of a teenager. They blended, interwove. One became the other. In the end, all of them were the same.
 
   Tears ran down Mina’s blackened eyes. She looked desperately around at the assembled figures. “I—I don’t know how…”
 
   “Yes, you do,” someone said.
 
   “I don’t know how we…can join together—again…”
 
   “You do.”
 
   “I’m scared…”
 
   “There’s nothing…” began one.
 
   “…to be scared of,” finished another.
 
   “I—” She choked out the words. “I—I’m not sure…”
 
   “Trust us, Mina. Accept us again.”
 
   “How…?”
 
   “You know how.”
 
   “How…? How do we—join?”
 
   …And in an instant in the darkness all the figures were reduced to one.
 
   The figure next to her was a tiny child, hardly more than an infant. The woman who had been there had vanished, along with all the others.
 
   Mina looked at her. The child was naked, virtually a baby.
 
   The baby said: “I love you, Mina.”
 
   Mina said: “I love you, Mina.”
 
   The baby crawled slowly onto her, suckled at her breasts for a time. Then she crawled down her body. Soon she was between Mina’s thighs.
 
   “Won’t it—won’t it hurt?” Mina asked.
 
   “Doesn’t it always hurt?” the baby replied. “Love?”
 
   The baby reached its tiny fingers into Mina. Then her hand. Then her whole arm.
 
   Mina opened her legs. 
 
   Very slowly, very painfully, the baby, all the Minas, came back into her. Very slowly, very painfully, Mina accepted the baby, all the Minas, back into her.
 
   # # #
 
   She returned to New York only once, and then briefly, to tie up a few loose ends. She knew Judy Epstein would never forgive her if she didn’t see her, so they agreed to have lunch at a small café off Central Park West. Afterward they went for a walk in the park. It was December, cold and cloudless, crystal-perfect. The light was stark, sharp, and put the leafless trees in vivid relief against the winter sky. Mina felt wonderful.
 
   “So,” Judy said, “you’re writing again? Poems?”
 
   “Oh, no,” she answered. “I doubt if I’ll ever write anything again.”
 
   “Oh, you say that now,” Judy said, looking away dismissively. “It will come back.”
 
   “Maybe it will,” she conceded. “But if it does, it won’t be anything like what I used to write. And if it doesn’t, that’s okay. I’m not worried at all about it.”
 
   “You seem—very relaxed, Mina.”
 
   “Do I?”
 
   “My God, you’re smiling. I’ve never seen you like this. As if you didn’t have a care in the world.”
 
   “Well, maybe I don’t.”
 
   Judy scowled. “So where will you go now? What’s next for you?”
 
   Mina stopped. She shrugged and looked up toward the sky, shaking her head. “I don’t have the faintest idea. I’m going to travel for a while, maybe. See new things.”
 
   “By yourself?”
 
   She considered it. “Yes. By myself.”
 
   “Well…I wish you luck.”
 
   “Thank you, Judy. But I don’t need luck.”
 
   “No, I guess you don’t.”
 
   She put out her hand. “I have a plane to catch.”
 
   “I wish you’d come back to school, you know.”
 
   Mina smiled and they embraced. “Goodbye, Judy.”
 
   “Okay. Take care, Mina. Love you.”
 
   But Mina had taken only a dozen steps away from her friend when she suddenly whirled back toward her again. “Judy!” she called.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You remember that Emily Dickinson poem, that famous one? About depression? ‘There’s a certain slant of light’…?”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   Mina laughed, her arms outstretched in their winter coat, her mittened fingers reaching as far as they could go. “Emily Dickinson was crazy!” she shouted. “Look at this light! All around us! What’s depressing about it? It’s beautiful! Isn’t it, Judy? This light? This slanting light?”
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   The next evening I was on the sofa, flipping through the latest Poets & Writers and listening to 94.7 playing softly in the background—Genesis, Blondie, the Stones—while Rae read “A Certain Slant of Light” at the kitchen table and I tried not to look as nervous as I felt. There was no reason to be nervous, of course. I knew that. I was a widely published writer, for God’s sake. Rae was a sixteen-year-old. It would be nice if she liked it, but in terms of my work, would I generally take the opinion of a teenager—Dion or Annie, say, Marcus, any of my students—particularly seriously? But this was different. She was my daughter. And Mina Lynn Greenwood was—once or twice removed—her mother.
 
   Finally she got up, bringing the stack of yellow sheets with her and dropped down next to me. She put her arms around me and nuzzled her face into my chest. 
 
   “You gave her a happy ending,” she said at last, looking up at me.
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   “I love it. It’s beautiful. I wish Mom could really have been like that.”
 
   “I do too.”
 
   “You were—sort of thinking of her sister too, weren’t you? The one that died when she was a baby.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought about that,” I said, “but maybe you’re right. Maybe that was—in there. In me. Somewhere. Churning around.”
 
   “You wrote it all last night and today. You’re so fast.”
 
   “I didn’t used to be. But since you’ve come I’ve written more than I have in years and years.” I kissed her temple. “You’re my good luck charm.”
 
   “You’re mine too, Dad.”
 
   She leaned her head against my chest again and we said nothing for a long time. She whispered softly into my shirt, the same words over and over again. At first I thought she was saying I love you, I love you. But she wasn’t.
 
   She was saying Love me, love me, love me.
 
   # # #
 
   The message was still there, of course—the e-mail I’d received, the one I’d not been able to face or think about, the one I’d quickly closed, nearly deleted. I’d successfully blocked it out of my mind since last night, with my writing completely preoccupying me. Now, though, sitting before the computer’s glowing screen, I went to Old Mail and brought it up again.
 
   Hi Ben, it read. I don’t know if this is a working address for you, so I’ll keep it short. You’re a teacher now, I guess? Wow. You know, I read your book. The murder mystery. I just came across it in a bookstore one day out of the blue. I couldn’t believe it—there was your name! I bought it on the spot, naturally. The story was lots of fun. You must have had lots of fun writing it. Seems like your life has worked out really great. I’m so happy for you!
 
   Ben, my job has brought me into the D.C. area for a few days. I’d love to see you, or just talk on the phone. It’s been so long. (I can’t really believe how long it’s been, actually.) I’ll understand if you don’t respond, Ben. Believe me, I will. 
 
   I’m here through next Thursday. I’ll put the hotel info & number below. Or just e-mail me. If you want.
 
   All My Best,
 
   Sherry.
 
   I breathed. It was as if I were reading the words of someone from another time, a different era, a far earlier historical epoch.  A voice from the long-dead past. My God.
 
   Sherry O’Shea.
 
   I’d had no further contact with her since the day she’d left our apartment in Santa Barbara with Peter Welch. (Good Lord, another name and face from dry, dusty, distant days.) I recalled how sudden, how brutal the separation had been, but trying to feel anything in particular about it now was like trying to reanimate, Frankenstein-like, a corpse. It was too long ago. The early ’80s! Another life. All that had happened to other people, younger, handsomer, more energetically unsettled people. Kids. Confused children with hormones running loose and free and not a lot of considered judgment. Sherry and I hadn’t been crazy young people, but we’d still been young. The passion we had for everything then...the future, all that future that was ahead of us, or seemed to be...
 
   Well, at least she’d liked Leprechauns Can Be Murder. Abigail McGillicuddy and her goddamn parrot. I shook my head.
 
   Finally I clicked out of the e-mail and went into the living room, where Rae had turned off the stereo and switched on the TV. 
 
   “Kiddo,” I said, “do you want to go for a walk? I feel like some exercise.”
 
   She jumped up. “Great! It’s good for you. Let me get my coat.”
 
   What I really felt was restless, jumpy. Everything was happening at the same time: Rae, my heart attack, and now Sherry O’Shea. I could, of course, simply delete her e-mail and forget about it. But I wouldn’t forget about it, or about the information that she would be in town until next Thursday. That would include Christmas. What kind of company would send their employee out of town over Christmas?
 
   “You okay?” she said, looking up at me as we made our way out of the building. A few snow flurries danced downward to the street. “How’s the old ticker?” She bumped my arm playfully.
 
   “The ticker’s great. Feels great. Really.” And it did, though I found myself aware every time my pulse rate hastened or slowed. I wondered if I would even make it to the millennium, that historical pivot point that both frightened and exhilarated me. To be living in the twenty-first century—it sounded so science-fictioney. And yet, the clocks ticking...all the computers in the world seizing up...airplanes careening down from the sky, elevators in freefall...Y2K, the blasting-back of humanity to the Stone Age...
 
   “You know,” she said, “we don’t have any Christmas decorations in the apartment. None at all.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry. I never got that kind of stuff just for myself, and a heart attack kind of distracts a person.”
 
   “I’m not criticizing,” she said, smiling. “Only, just...do you think we could get some? I’ve never had, like, Christmas before.”
 
   I glanced at her. A thousand questions popped into my mind all at once, but I decided against asking any. Talking to her about her life—life?—before I’d met her only opened up a chasm of mystery, things I doubted I’d ever understand. Who could? It was like college bull sessions I remembered from American University, years ago, a bunch of earnest English majors arguing about the existence of God: around and around we’d go, the beer and weed flowing, saying great and profound things (or so they sounded to us, anyway) that contradicted and disproved each other but in the end, life went on. We stopped talking about the unknowable and went back to our daily lives, singularly unilluminated. It was like that with Rae. I could talk to her forever about who she was, what she was, but in the end all that mattered was that she was here, she was my daughter, she was real. The rest was abstraction. 
 
   “We could go to the CVS,” I said, pointing across the Circle to the drug store. “They’re open. I imagine they have Christmas things.”
 
   “Yeah! Let’s!”
 
   We did. It was late, but as it was only a few days until the holiday there were plenty of people milling around. We picked up silly things—little Santa statuettes, colorful streamers, a green and red banner that read HO HO HO, cassettes of Christmas music, lots of candy in holiday-hued wrappers.
 
   “Can we get a tree?” she asked, looking at the various artificial trees on display.
 
   “We don’t really have room for a tree, honey.”
 
   “No, I guess not. Hey, what about this?” She picked up a little green potted plant. The pot had been wrapped shiny red gift paper.
 
   I smiled. “That’s a bush, not a tree.”
 
   “So, it’ll be our Christmas bush!”
 
   “But we’d need ornaments for it, wouldn’t we?” As I said it, my glance fell on exactly that: tiny boxes of miniature ornaments for sale. “Well, okay,” I said, taking up a box. “A Christmas bush it is!”
 
   “Awesome!”
 
   Her excitement communicated itself to me and I felt almost giddy as we bought the items. We both giggled with anticipation of turning our apartment into a Christmas-themed wonderland. We rushed home with the loot and spent a laughing half-hour setting things up and decorating our “tree”; by the time we were finished it looked, at least to my eyes, beautiful. Rae made tea for us and we dropped down onto the sofa. She turned on the TV and there it was, one of the basic holiday treats of my childhood: A Charlie Brown Christmas. We watched, munching on holiday chocolates and finishing our drinks as Charlie Brown picked the scrawny tree, as he always did, and eventually was forgiven by the other kids, as he always was. At the end I looked at her. There was a tear trickling down her cheek.
 
   “Are you crying?” I said, smiling slightly.
 
   “Shut up!” she laughed. “It was sad!”
 
   “It had a happy ending!”
 
   “Well, I still felt sorry for the tree!”
 
   I tickled her and she giggled wildly, kicking and play-slapping me. 
 
   Eventually we calmed down again, turned off the TV, sat in the December semi-dark quietly together. I realized that I couldn’t remember another time when I’d been so happy. Thoughts of my heart, of Vincent and his mother, of Dad, of my own fading energies and encroaching mortality—it all seemed far away, if only for a little while. 
 
   Finally I heard her breathing grow deep and even and I realized she’d fallen asleep. I jostled her gently off my shoulder and eased her down onto the sofa. I stood looking at her for a while. She looked fuller than she had, it seemed to me. Healthier. Certainly fuller and healthier than when we’d first met, when she seemed so thin and weak that she appeared on the verge of simply crumpling up and vanishing.
 
   I stepped into the bedroom, turned on the computer. Took off my clothes, put on pajamas and a robe while I waited for it to boot up. I glanced at a few irrelevant e-mails and then clicked back to the only one that mattered. Sherry O’Shea’s. I again considered not answering at all. Then I played with possible tones, typing out a few words, a sentence or two—flippant, serious, nostalgic, neutral—and deleted them all. Eventually I glanced at the clock and realized with shocked impatience that I’d been fiddling at this for nearly an hour.
 
   Finally I typed Would you like to meet at your hotel for a drink? No salutation, no closing. I hit Send before I deleted my words again.
 
   Done.
 
   Well, there it was. Just like that. Contact reestablished, after a decade and a half. 
 
   But then, I wondered, how else can contact ever be reestablished between people but suddenly, abruptly? In the end, somebody has to say hello. Just like that.
 
   I looked idly around at books on Amazon.com for a few minutes, and then noticed the flag on my little e-mailbox at the corner of my screen pop up. I clicked. It was her.
 
   Inhaling slowly, I opened the message. It was exactly one word long.
 
   The word was: When?
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   The hotel was in Tenleytown, a short ride up the Metro Red Line from Dupont Circle. I knew the place well; it was the neighborhood of American University, “A.U.,” the hub of the area. It was a trendy neighborhood, filled with restaurants and shops and clubs occupying every inch of space along Connecticut Avenue, its main artery. It was a cold night, one of the coldest of the year, and the frigid wind whipped my face as I came up the subway escalator into the winter dark. Burying my hands in my pockets, I oriented myself and figured out which direction to walk; it would be a couple of blocks, that’s all. I started out, my face quickly starting to sting—I realized too late that I should have worn a hat. But I wasn’t really thinking of the cold. I wasn’t even thinking, quite, of Sherry O’Shea. Instead I was preoccupied with what had happened with Rae before I left the apartment.
 
   “Honey,” I’d said, “I’m going out for a couple of hours, to have a drink with a friend. You be okay here?”
 
   She was watching TV, another of my gigantic shirts overhanging her blue jeans and socks. She was sitting with her knees pulled up, arms wrapped around her legs and her feet on the sofa. It was a cozy picture; she looked just like any kid watching TV.
 
   “What?” she said, her head turning to where I stood at the closet, pulling out my coat.
 
   “I said, I’m going to meet a friend for a drink. I’ll be back in a couple of hours, okay? I won’t be gone long. Dinner was great. Thank you.”
 
   As I pulled my sleeve over my arm I saw her stand up and look at me strangely.
 
   “You’re going out?” she asked in a small voice.
 
   I stopped, coat halfway on. “Mm-hm. Is that okay?”
 
   “I...” She hesitated, seemingly confused. “Can—can I come?”
 
   “Well...” I finished with the coat. “I don’t think it would be very interesting for you, honey. Just an old friend. You know what grown-ups are like when they start talking about old times. Boring, right?”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind. I wouldn’t say a word.”
 
   “Honey, I’ll be gone for an hour or two. That’s all.”
 
   “Where? Where are you going?”
 
   “Tenleytown.”
 
   “Where in Tenleytown?”
 
   I looked at her. “What’s wrong, Rae? You don’t want me to go out?”
 
   She stepped close to me. “I just don’t get why you don’t want to take me. Did I do something wrong?”
 
   I tousled her hair. “Of course you didn’t do anything wrong. It’s just...” It was hard to explain. “I do have friends, you know. People I like to meet sometimes. Just like...” But before I finished the sentence I realized that Rae didn’t have any friends. She had no one but me. “Just like you’ll have, once you get going in school and meet kids your own age.”
 
   “I don’t care about kids my own age.”
 
   I exhaled and moved to the kitchen table, pulled out one of the chairs and sat. I could see this was going to take a few minutes. She dropped down beside me.
 
   “Rae, what’s wrong?”
 
   She didn’t meet my eyes. “I want to go with you.”
 
   “You’d be bored.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “Honey...”
 
   “It’s just that we’ve never been apart. Not since I came.”
 
   “Sure we have. You’ve gone out and gotten groceries, gotten the mail...”
 
   “That’s different. That’s for us.”
 
   I looked at her. Her arms were limp, her palms open on her lap.
 
   “Well, honey, you know, we can’t be together all the time.”
 
   She looked up. “Why not?”
 
   “Well...what about when school starts again? You’ll start your different classes, and...”
 
   “I thought I could just stay with you.”
 
   “With me? Kiddo, they’ll give you a schedule. You’ll have math and science and history—all those things. You probably won’t even be in my English class, you know. They’ll assign you to another teacher.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because—because of favoritism, that’s why. It might not be fair to the other students, if a teacher’s daughter is in the class.”
 
   “You’d be fair. I know you would be.”
 
   “Well...”
 
   “I want to have all my classes with you.”
 
   “Honey, come on, you know that can’t work.” I tried to smile. “I only teach English, you know. You have to...”
 
   She scowled then, and looked away. She bit her lip. In a moment tears started to run down her cheeks.
 
   “Honey, honey,” I whispered, folding her into my arms. “What in the world has gotten into you?”
 
   She was whispering something. I couldn’t quite make out the words, but I knew what they were. 
 
   Love me. Love me. Love me.
 
   “Rae, I do love you.” I kissed the top of her head. “I do.”
 
   “Then why are you leaving?” she asked, her voice broken, weak.
 
   “I told you, I’ll be back soon.”
 
   “I’m scared. What if you get hit by a...by a car, or a robber...a robber shoots you, or...?”
 
   “Rae, Rae, nothing like that is going to happen.”
 
   “You don’t know that. You don’t know.”
 
   “Well, I guess I don’t. But it’s so unlikely—it’s a million to one.”
 
   “So am I,” she said. “A million to one.”
 
   “Honey, we—we have to live. We can’t be together all the time. It’s not possible. The world doesn’t work that way. People...they have to have their own lives too. They’re together, because they love each other, but then they’re apart too, sometimes.”
 
   “I don’t want to be apart.”
 
   I held her. Maybe I should just call it off, I thought. Send Sherry an e-mail. Postpone. But then another part of me thought that I had to exert parental authority and guidance here. Maybe by separating for a few hours Rae could see, when I returned, that I would come home. Always.
 
   “Honey, I want you to calm down. Come on. You know I wouldn’t leave you. I just need to go see an old friend for a little while, that’s all. I’ll take a short Metro ride up to Tenleytown, go to the hotel, have a drink or two with her, and come back home. I promise.”
 
   “Her?”
 
   “Her. She’s—a girl. A woman. Yeah.”
 
   “An old girlfriend?”
 
   “Just an old friend. That’s all. Look, remember all that stuff we bought for making cookies? Why don’t you make them while I’m gone? How about that? And watch TV. Really, honey...it’ll be okay. I promise. I swear.”
 
   We pulled apart and she gazed at me.
 
   “Two hours?” she said. “That’s all.”
 
   “Two hours.”
 
   She seemed to think about it. “Will you call me from there?”
 
   “Call you?”
 
   “So I know that you got there okay.”
 
   “Um...sure. Sure, I’ll call. Yeah.” I nodded. “Good idea.”
 
   I took her hand. It was clammy and cold.
 
   “Are you okay now?” I asked.
 
   She looked glum. “I don’t know.”
 
   It was a risky move, but I decided to chance it. “Look—if you really don’t want me to go, I won’t.”
 
   “You won’t?”
 
   “I’ll get in touch with my friend. I’ll tell her I can’t come.”
 
   She brightened. “Okay!”
 
   Well, I thought, so much for reverse psychology. I sighed. Total failure.
 
   “All right,” I said, standing wearily and pulling off my coat. “I’ll send her an e-mail. I’ll stay here with you. Okay?”
 
   She nodded enthusiastically. I went to the closet and hung up my coat, feeling utterly defeated. I smiled slightly as I passed by her and went into the bedroom, double-clicked to go online. I waited as the computer did its work.
 
   A few moments later she appeared in the doorway.
 
   “You really want to go,” she said, “don’t you?”
 
   I looked at her. “Well, yeah, honey. But not if you’re not okay with it. I can stay here with you. It’s no big deal.”
 
   She glanced at me, then moved slowly to the bed and sat on its far corner. “I guess you should go,” she said.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   She took a deep breath, and nodded.
 
   “You’ll call when you’re there, right?” she asked.
 
   “I sure will.”
 
   “And you’ll only be gone two hours?”
 
   “Two hours.”
 
   She chewed on her lower lip. 
 
   “You promise?”
 
   I held up my right hand. “I promise.”
 
   Finally she nodded. “Okay.” She left the bedroom.
 
   I turned off the computer and made my way to the closet again, got my coat out once more.
 
   She was looking out the window. Without turning around she said, “I’m sorry, Dad.”
 
   “Don’t be, honey. It’s okay. I understand. It’s all right. Two hours. Tops.” I turned the switch for the deadbolt and pulled open the door.
 
   At that moment, quicker than I would have imagined possible, she darted to where I was standing and threw her arms around me again. I returned the embrace, but slightly. I patted her back. As I tried to pull away I realized she was very strong—remarkably strong. Her arms were like vice grips.
 
   “Two hours?” she whispered.
 
   “Two hours.”
 
   At last her arms loosened, and I stepped out. The door clicked gently shut behind me. I made sure to check my watch. It was 7:42.
 
   It wasn’t until I had the hotel in view that my mind shifted back to Sherry O’Shea. Oddly, I wasn’t in the least nervous—or, at least, I didn’t think that I was. I suppose my mind simply hadn’t processed the enormity of seeing her again. And yet, I wondered, what enormity? We were meeting for a drink, that was all. She was an old girlfriend in town for a few days. A drink. One drink. Say hello, catch up. A quick hug, a peck on the cheek, a “so nice to see you again,” and I was on my way home again. Rae occupied a much bigger place in my mind, as our discussion led me to wonder about things I’d tried not to think about: exactly what would it be like, living with her day after day? How would I explain her to people? I could scarcely explain her to myself. A thousand complications and confusions seemed to loom before me, before us, and I didn’t know how I would resolve any of them. Since I’d gotten out of the hospital I’d mostly known nothing but simple happiness with the girl. But soon...
 
   I checked my watch as I stepped through the automatic sliding doors of the hotel’s lobby. 8:09. Not bad. I’d agreed to meet Sherry at eight o’clock. Fashionably late, maybe.
 
   But as I looked around the lobby’s marble and polished-oak interior—it was a huge, high-ceilinged place, much of it covered over with festive holiday decorations—I didn’t see her. The long registration counter was to the right, staffed at the moment by two blue-uniformed young women. Big overstuffed leather sofas and chairs everywhere. At the rear of the lobby were the elevators. To the left, an entrance to the lounge and restaurant. Few people were milling about on this weekday night close to Christmas; I looked, but no one who might be Sherry O’Shea seemed to be there. 
 
   I stepped into the lounge, which was very dim. I didn’t want to go hunting around every table and booth. Surely she would keep herself easier to find. I stepped out again. 
 
   I wondered if I’d come too late; checked my watch again. 8:12. I dropped down into one of the fat and not particularly comfortable sofas, keeping my eye on the bar entrance and the elevators. I’d have to be sure to leave by 9:10 in order to keep my promise to Rae. And somehow I knew it was important to do that. Important to her. Maybe crucial. I sighed. The minutes ticked by. My nerves were jumping. Good grief, where was she?
 
   Finally I got up and moved to the registration desk. There was a heavyset woman speaking with one of the clerks, so I stepped up to the other and said, “Excuse me, but I wonder if I could get you to ring a room for me? It’s Miss Sherry O’Shea, her room number is...” And as I fished in my pocket for the slip of paper where I’d recorded the information I realized that the heavyset woman next to me was asking her clerk if there were any messages for her—“From a Mr. Fall? Benjamin Fall?”
 
   I looked at her. “Sherry?”
 
   She returned the look, blankly. “Yes?” 
 
   I’m sure that by the clock the moment lasted no more than a single second, but it seemed as if a minute or two elapsed as we stared at each other. My instantaneous, overwhelming impression was that Sherry O’Shea had gotten old. Old and heavy: she’d put on thirty pounds, surely. Her hair was short, almost boyish, brushed back from her face in a very ’90s professional-woman look. The hair itself, still splashy orange, had a few white streaks in it. Her face, rounder and puffier than I remembered it, was familiarly freckled. Her outfit was a black pants suit, well tailored to her form. Still, it was her eyes that made it clear that this was, truly, Sherry. They were unchanged. Long-lashed, very blue, with those curiously heavy lids that gave her that sleepy look—Sherry. My God. Sherry O’Shea.
 
   “Ben,” she said, her voice lower than I remembered it. She smiled, a smile that looked very familiar to me. She reached out her hand. “Hello.”
 
   I took the hand. She had a good, firm, professional handshake.
 
   “Hi, Sherry.”
 
   The moment was, of course, awkward, embarrassing. How could it not be? Fifteen, sixteen years did not just melt away in an instant. In fact, those years were all too obviously standing there between us. I suspected that her eyes had combed the lobby numerous times, just as mine had, and she had failed to recognize me, just as I’d failed to see her. What did I look like, after all? Where had the slender, long-haired boy she remembered gone? And who was this fat, balding stranger with his name?
 
   “It’s great to see you,” she said.
 
   “It’s great to see you.” I found myself wishing I’d dressed a bit better. I was presentable enough in my teacher shirt, khakis, and loafers, but Sherry was business-formal. “Sorry I’m late.”
 
   “Oh no, that’s okay. I just got down here myself.” I was sure that wasn’t true. “The conference ran later than scheduled.” 
 
   “Oh. Well, then.”
 
   “Let’s—” She looked around uncertainly. “We can’t stand here. Do you want a drink?”
 
   “Sure. I wouldn’t say no.”
 
   “Okay.” She smiled again. “C’mon.” To my surprise she took my hand, exactly as she used to all those years ago, and led me to the lounge. When we stepped into the cool semi-darkness she glanced down at our entwined hands and suddenly dropped mine.
 
   “Sorry,” she said. She didn’t have to say: Force of habit.
 
   We found a booth near the back. Our faces were illuminated flickeringly by the burning candle in its little red globe on the table. A young man wearing a bowtie came and took our order. Sherry ordered Diet Coke. I had a beer.
 
   “So,” she said finally.
 
   “So.”
 
   We were quiet for a time. The drinks came.
 
   “What are you doing here, Sherry?” I asked. “In D.C., I mean. You said work...”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a conference,” she said. “I work for IBM now, did you know? I’m a marketing consultant. Once a year they have this conference, usually in D.C. or New York. This year it was D.C.” She smiled, sipped at her drink. “Obviously.”
 
   “Marketing consultant. Wow.”
 
   “Well, it sounds—grander than it is.”
 
   “Marketing—computers? That kind of stuff?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Wow.” I thought for a moment. “There hardly were computers, back when—you know. Back then.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So have you been in D.C. before?”
 
   She nodded. “I was here two years ago for the conference. But I didn’t know you were here.”
 
   “How’d you find out?”
 
   “Google. You know it?”
 
   “That search engine thing? I’ve used it, I think, yeah.”
 
   “I searched your name. Found a couple of interviews with you. And some stuff on your school’s website. That was where I found the e-mail link.”
 
   “Wow. You’re a regular Philip Marlowe.”
 
   She scoffed. “It took ten minutes. Anybody can do it.”
 
   “Where do you live now, Sherry?”
 
   “San Francisco. Well, actually Oakland. But ‘San Francisco’ sounds cooler.”
 
   “Yeah. Visions of Steve McQueen in Bullitt.”
 
   She smiled. “What about you?”
 
   I shrugged. “What about me? You know where I teach.”
 
   “And you’re a writer. You made it as a writer.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
   “It was about five years ago,” she said, “that I was in this bookstore near where I live, not searching for anything in particular, you know. Just looking around. And in the mystery section—oh my gosh, I see the name ‘Benjamin Fall.’ I about fell down! I yanked it off the shelf and bought it right then and there.”
 
   “Well, thanks.”
 
   “Is that your only book? I mean, so far?”
 
   “So far.”
 
   “Wow, that’s—that’s wonderful, Ben. Really. I’m so happy for you. That you made it.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   A contemplative silence fell between us. 
 
   “Sherry,” I said at last, “do you mind if I slip out to make a very fast phone call? I’m sorry, I promised I’d call someone. I won’t be a minute.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” 
 
   “Do you know where there’s a pay phone?”
 
   “I think there’s one in the lobby.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said.
 
   “It’s okay.” 
 
   I didn’t mean to say it, but I couldn’t mistake the unhappiness on her face. “It’s—my daughter,” I said finally. “She worries.”
 
   She cocked her head curiously. “You have a daughter?”
 
   “Yes.” How odd it felt to say it. “It’s—I have to promise to call her when I’m out in the evening like this. She’s as bad as a parent.”
 
   She smiled, warming to the idea. “How old is she?”
 
   “She’s—a teenager,” I said. 
 
   “Nice to have a teenager who worries like that,” she said. “Not like most teenagers.”
 
   “No, definitely not. She’s a smart kid. Likes to read.”
 
   “Like father, like daughter.”
 
   I smiled. “Yeah.”
 
   “Here,” she said, opening her bag. “Use my cell.” She brought a bulky phone out, pulled its antenna up, pressed a button. She handed it to me. “I’ll go to the ladies’ room,” she said, taking up the bag. “Okay?”
 
   “Well, okay,” I said, looking at the phone. I’d never used a cellular phone before. “Thanks.”
 
   She stepped away and I punched in the numbers.
 
   She picked up on the first ring. “Dad?”
 
   “It’s me, hon.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at the hotel. With my friend.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Of course I’m okay. I’ll be home soon.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Promise. Everything okay there.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Watching TV. I don’t feel so good.”
 
   “Well...I’m sorry, honey. I’ll be home soon. We’ll see what’s wrong. Okay?”
 
   “Please come home soon.”
 
   “I told you, kiddo. Two hours.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Just take it easy, okay?”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “Back soon. Bye-bye for now.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   It took me a moment to realize how to turn off the phone. Then I pushed the antenna back into the thing carefully. Sherry reappeared and sat down again.
 
   “Everything okay?” she asked, as I handed the phone back to her.
 
   “Yeah, fine,” I said. “Thanks. That’s the first time I’ve ever used a cellular phone.”
 
   “Really?” she said, putting it in the bag again. “I swear, I couldn’t live without mine these days.” She looked at me. “A daughter. That’s wonderful, Ben. What’s her name?”
 
   “Rae.”
 
   She smiled. “Does she—get along with both of you?”
 
   “Both? No, I’m not married. I was, for a while.”
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry. Do you share custody?”
 
   “No, she’s...her mother’s dead.”
 
   She looked at me sympathetically. “I’m sorry, Ben. That’s terrible. I’m really sorry.”
 
   “Well. What about you? Married?”
 
   “Never married. No kids.”
 
   “Really? I would have thought you’d have made a great mother.”
 
   She smiled sadly. “Still could, maybe. I’m not that old.”
 
   “No. Not at all. Definitely not.”
 
   Silence again. Under the table, I checked my watch. Five minutes to nine.
 
   “How’s your dad?” she asked. “And Alice?”
 
   “Alice is fine,” I said. “Married an architect. They live in Arlington. Beautiful house. Kids. As for Dad...” I shrugged. “He’s declined a lot. He’s pretty old now. He stays with Alice and her family, but I don’t know how long that will last. He may have to be put in a rest home.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.”
 
   “What about your folks?”
 
   “They’re both gone, Ben. Mom died ten years ago. Breast cancer. Dad passed away a year later.”
 
   “What happened? He couldn’t have been that old.”
 
   “He shot himself.”
 
   I looked at the table. I wished I hadn’t asked it.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sherry.”
 
   After a moment she chuckled grimly. “I wonder how many times we’ve said ‘I’m sorry’ to each other in the past twenty minutes?”
 
   I smiled. “Well, it’s—awkward.” 
 
   “Yeah. I’d hoped it wouldn’t be. But I guess it’s inevitable.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Beer okay?”
 
   “It’s fine,” I said, suddenly realizing I’d not touched it. I took a swallow.
 
   Silence again.
 
   “Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten in touch, Ben,” she said finally.
 
   “No,” I said. “No, no, it’s fine. It’s just—it’s hard.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “To know what to say.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You look good, though. I mean that, Sherry. You look great.”
 
   “Thank you. I’ve gotten fat, though.”
 
   “You’re not fat. Anyway, you’re not the only one who’s gained weight, as you probably noticed.”
 
   She looked embarrassed. “Well...”
 
   “Tell the truth. You didn’t just come into that lobby. You’d been there for a while. You simply didn’t recognize me. Right?”
 
   She smiled into her Diet Coke. “Guilty. But I’ll bet the same was true for you.”
 
   I chuckled. “Guilty!”
 
   We both laughed then—the first natural, relaxed moment of the evening. It felt good. Acknowledging how we’d changed somehow cleared some of the air between us.
 
   “Oh God, Ben, it’s been so long. It’s so good to see you. I mean that.”
 
   “Well, it’s great to see you. I mean that too.”
 
   “It’s just weird.”
 
   “I know. It is.”
 
   “It’s just—I look at you and twenty, twenty-five years just melt away. You know?”
 
   “We’re back at Stone’s End Middle School,” I said. 
 
   “Yeah.” She grinned. “You know, I always liked you. All the way back to when we were little kids playing Yahtzee together and going to your dad’s barbeques. But you weren’t that friendly to me then.”
 
   “I wasn’t used to girls. I didn’t quite know what they were.”
 
   “You had a sister.”
 
   I shook my head. “Not the same thing. A sister’s not, you know, a girl.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   “Anyway, I made up for lost time later.”
 
   “You sure did.”
 
   “I still remember,” I said, “the fourth of July picnic. The fireworks show. When we were, what? Twelve?”
 
   “Oh my God. I remember that. Wow.” She looked at me. “I didn’t know what to make of you after that.”
 
   “I didn’t know what to make of me, either. Or you.”
 
   She laughed. “It wasn’t too long after that that we became ‘George and Mary’ to everybody. Remember that?”
 
   “It’s a Wonderful Life. Sure I remember. God, you know, I haven’t seen that movie in twenty years.”
 
   “I have. It’s corny. But I love it.”
 
   Quiet descended again, but this time it felt friendlier, more companionable. I sipped at my beer.
 
   “So you went to San Francisco State?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. Got my marketing degree. What about you?”
 
   “A.U., right by here. Got a Master’s, eventually. American Literature. Got a teaching certificate, and what do you know? Ended up in the D.C. Public Schools.”
 
   “What a hard job that must be.”
 
   “Yeah. It is. But we get great holidays.” 
 
   A pause.
 
   “Remember  Mr. Reeves?” she asked. “From middle school?”
 
   “Sure. The first black person I ever knew.”
 
   “Did you know that he...” And we were off, or rather she was, on a string of reminiscences about our old teachers, old classmates (John Hubbard, Melody Wannamaker, Enid Forth, and more and more), people in the town we once knew, things we’d done together—mostly the less intimate ones, like the time she helped me cheat on a science test or when we tried to cook hot dogs using the broiler in her parents’ house and ended up with a burning, smoking mess. I tossed in a few of my own memories from time to time, but Sherry did most of the talking. She was animated, charming, funny as she ran over the old times, the old stories. I felt very relaxed with her. But finally I looked at my watch.
 
   
  
 

9:15.
 
   “Oh, jeez,” I said abruptly, rudely. “Sherry, I have to go. I have to—” But how was I to explain it? How could I say that I had to be home by 9:42 or my daughter would be upset? That I couldn’t be even slightly tardy or she might think I’d betrayed her? That I couldn’t call and tell her I’d be a few minutes late or she’d think I didn’t love her? No, I had to be back on time. 
 
   And yet as I looked at Sherry, this long-lost ghost of my past, I could see from her expression I was hurting her feelings. She’d thought we were having such a good time, and now here I was rushing off. What did she want of me? I wondered. Friendship? A long, luxurious evening? Dinner, dessert? Did she think I would spend the night with her? Or was I totally off-base? 
 
   “Sherry, I’ve got to get home,” I said, standing, “but—look, I want you to come to the apartment, okay? It’s just a short Metro ride away. It’s at Dupont Circle. Tomorrow, maybe? Or the day after?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “If you’re sure, Ben. You don’t have to invite me.”
 
   “No, I...” Goddamn it, the clock was ticking! “I’m sorry, it’s hard to explain, but I want you to come. Really. I’d like you to meet my daughter. We’ll have dinner. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.” But I could tell she thought I was blowing her off.
 
   “Sherry, really...look...do you have a pen and paper?”
 
   “Sure.” She rustled in her bag.
 
   “Look, here...” I scribbled furiously. “Here’s my address. Here’s my phone number. Will you call me? Tomorrow? When you get a break from your conference?”
 
   “Sure. If you want me to.” She stood as well.
 
   “I...I’m sorry, Sherry. I have to run. Please call me. Okay? I’ll call you if you don’t call.”
 
   “I’ll call,” she said, a curious expression on her face. “I will.”
 
   “Okay, I...” I had to get out. I took her quickly by the shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. “It was fantastic seeing you. It—call me tomorrow, okay?” I rushed from the lounge, leaving her standing there looking confused. I charged through the lobby and onto the street, ran pell-mell up Connecticut Avenue to the Metro station. I had my card ready and almost leaped through the turnstile, ran down the escalator, waited anxiously for the train, hopping from foot to foot. It seemed to take an eternity, but at least I saw the headlights approaching through the tunnel. I checked my watch: 9:29. Once on the train I swore that it must be running at half its normal speed; I paced up and down the length of the mostly-empty car. I felt terrible, leaving Sherry like that. But I felt I had no choice. I didn’t know if Rae would forgive me for breaking my promise. Rae, my unreal child who was too, too real...
 
   At last, after several eternities, the train pulled into the Dupont Circle station. I charged out, stuck the card in the turnstile—and was stopped. 
 
   INSUFFICIENT FUNDS.
 
   Jesus Christ! I turned, taking the card and fumbling for change, stumbled to the ticket machine, stuck a quarter into it, pushed the button, grabbed the new card. This time I made it through the turnstile. I ran breathlessly up the escalator—the Dupont Circle station is very deep, the escalator is very long—and hit the street at full stride, a stitch already growing in my side. I ran all the way across the Circle, checking my watch once without slowing: 9:40. I made it to the building, rushed in. When I got to the elevator I pushed the button for the top floor and nearly collapsed. My heart, my heart—this was surely not the kind of exercise Dr. Nguyen had recommended. Yet I had no choice. The elevator, like the Metro, seemed to be running at half speed. Again and again it stopped to pick up others. At last the ding sounded for my floor. I rushed forward, got to the door, fumbled with my keys, dropped them, then managed to insert the right key into the lock and open the door.
 
   “I’m home!” I managed to gasp. I looked at my watch. 
 
   9:42.
 
   “I’m home, honey,” I said, panting heavily, kneading my pained side with my fingertips. “I’m here. I made it. I’m on time.”
 
   The apartment, I noticed, was almost dark. Only the glow from the silent television illuminated anything in the room. I had to take a minute to catch my breath, though. I moved to the kitchen, took a drink of water, tried to slow my breathing and my heart. What a way to go, I pondered. Dropping dead of a second heart attack because I was rushing home to not disappoint my daughter, the daughter I couldn’t really have anyway, but somehow had.
 
   At last my breath calmed. My throat hurt. I was trembling with exhaustion. I walked to the living room.
 
   “Honey?”
 
   She was lying on the sofa, staring at the TV.
 
   “Why are you watching TV with the sound off?” I asked.
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
   “Honey?” I sat down beside her. “I’m here. On time. Just like I said. Two hours.”
 
   “I don’t feel good,” she said finally, in little more than a whisper.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I just don’t feel good.”
 
   Something she ate? I wondered. Or psychosomatic—a punishment of sorts for me? Or entirely untrue?
 
   “Would you like something to eat? Or drink?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I touched her hair gently. “I told you I’d be back in two hours. And I am.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “See, I keep my promises.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I looked at her. “Honey, what’s wrong? Your stomach? Do you have a headache?”
 
   “I just don’t feel good.”
 
   She seemed to be sweating; I placed my palm on her forehead to try to detect a fever, but the plain fact is that I’ve never been able to do that. I have no idea how hot or cool a forehead should feel. But maybe the gesture would look properly parental to Rae, at least.
 
   “Are you hot? Cold? Do you want a blanket?”
 
   I suddenly realized that she was crying. Quiet, quiet sobs in the flickering dark.
 
   “Oh, honey...” I said, bundling her into my arms. “Honey, don’t. I’m here. Everything’s okay. I’m here. Dad’s here now. Shh. Don’t cry.”
 
   “Love me,” she whispered. “Love me, love me, love me...”
 
   “I do love you, sweetheart. I love you more than anything in the world. I do.”
 
   “Love me. Love me.” Her arms wrapped around my back. Again I was startled at her strength, the astonishingly steel-like grip in which she held me. 
 
   But even as we embraced and cried in the dark, I couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t feel like the hale and hearty girl I’d hugged before. Now she felt thinner, bonier, as if in the past few hours she’d undergone some insanely rapid process of starvation.
 
   “Love me,” she whispered.
 
   “I do, Rae. I swear, I do.”
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   The next morning I was surprised to discover her still sleeping on the fold out bed as I sluffed out to the kitchen to start the water for tea. Usually she was up before me, already showered and dressed by the time I managed to make my appearance. 
 
   Standing there in my robe, I looked down at her. Her breath seemed quicker and shallower than it should be, and there were dark rings under her eyes. I moved to the blinds at the front windows, pulled them open slowly, looked down the eight floors to the street. It appeared to be a calm, clear day. Finally I moved back to the sofa.
 
   “Psst. Hey kiddo. Time to wake up.” I shook her gently.
 
   She was a long time waking. She stirred slightly, made an indistinct sighing sound—maybe it was more of a growling—and turned over on her back. For a while her eyes didn’t open. When I touched her shoulder, she pushed me sleepily away.
 
   “C’mon, sweetie. It’s past nine. We both slept in late. Time for breakfast.”
 
   When she opened her eyes I thought that I’d hardly ever seen anyone look less refreshed from a night’s sleep. Her eyes were red—a red film covered them, broken only by deeper red veins shooting in different directions like little bloody lightning bolts. The circles under her eyes seemed to make her cheeks sag; she looked ten years older. Her lips were dry and cracked. Her hair was limp, greasy. She looked at me silently.
 
   “Honey, you don’t look so good,” I said. “How do you feel?”
 
   “I’m okay,” she said lifelessly, struggling to sit up.
 
   “How did you sleep?”
 
   “Not great.”
 
   “It shows. You look really tired. Maybe I shouldn’t have woken you up. Do you want to go back to sleep?”
 
   She shrugged. “In a while, maybe.”
 
   “Some juice? How about breakfast?”
 
   “That’d be good. Yeah.”
 
   I poured orange juice into two glasses, slipped bread into the toaster. When I came back to the living room I found her standing in her pajamas looking out at the morning with only slight apparent interest. She still had that thin, underfed quality I’d noticed last night. She looked skinny, too skinny, as she had when I first encountered her in my classroom on a rainy afternoon which seemed years ago now.
 
   “Looks like a nice day, doesn’t it?” I asked.
 
   “I guess. Sure.”
 
   She took the orange juice and swallowed a healthy gulp. It seemed to help her a little. I turned on the TV while she wandered around the room, drinking the juice and shaking her head now and then, seemingly to help herself wake up. Finally I brought buttered toast on two plates to the kitchen table and we sat down together. She ate hers quickly, hungrily.
 
   “Thanks, Dad.”
 
   “That help?”
 
   “Yeah, it does.” 
 
   “Wow. You didn’t look so good a few minutes ago. Better now, though.” She did look better—color had started to fill her cheeks again, lessening the ghastly pale quality her face had had a few minutes before. 
 
   “I’ll be okay,” she said as I brought our morning tea to the table. “I just had a bad night, that’s all.” 
 
   “Wonder what caused it.”
 
   She glanced at me, then away. “Who knows?” Then, after she’d sipped her tea for a moment: “Dad, we’ll just be alone together today, right?”
 
   “What do you mean, honey?”
 
   “I mean...you’re not going out anywhere, are you? By yourself?”
 
   “Today? Um...” I thought carefully about how to answer. “No. No, I don’t think so. No, it’ll just be you and me today. How’s that?”
 
   Her face suddenly seemed to glow, to absolutely radiate happiness. “Great!”
 
   It was strange, how changeable she was. No doubt it was a trick of the morning light touching her face, but suddenly she looked fuller, healthier, more herself. The cheekbones and fingers that had seemed semi-starved were normal again, rounded, well-colored. The rings under her eyes were less pronounced. Even her hair seemed bouncier, livelier than it had just a moment ago. 
 
   I shook my head, wondering if my own morning bleariness was playing tricks with my vision. No doubt I was oversensitive to every nuance of my new daughter’s health, I thought; even paranoid about it. That must be it. Yes.
 
   Still, as we sat there quietly drinking our tea and the morning news played softly on the TV, I thought of last night and of Sherry O’Shea. I’d been surprised at how much I enjoyed seeing her again. The pain of how our relationship had ended so many years before seemed entirely gone: dust: I could hardly remember who those young people, myself included, had been. Instead sitting there with her had brought back a flood of happy memories, some of which she brought up in the conversation, others which infused my mind then and later. I’d buried Sherry O’Shea, buried her long ago just as I’d buried Rachel Blackburn. My life was teaching, living in Dupont Circle, occasionally writing, dealing with Vincent and Kate and Alice and Dad, trying to pick up a woman now and then. It wasn’t much of a life, but it was mine. Bow everything old was returning; all the things I’d submerged in an extremely deep lake of unvisited memory. I’d been horrified at the thought of revisiting Rachel in any way, and yet the presence of Rae somehow made it all right, even good, to talk about her again, as I had with this daughter of mine for hours and hours. 
 
   And Sherry? How nice it had been, how pleasant, how right, to sit in that lounge with her like the oldest and best of friends. I knew I had to call her today. But, looking over at Rae, I knew just as clearly that I would have to tread carefully. Her jealousy, her possessiveness, was real. It would have been cute if it hadn’t been so deeply felt, so obviously a profound part of her—of who she was and how she thought of me. There was a temptation to just drop everything, say, “You’re right, Rae—it’ll just be the two of us from now on,” but that was, naturally, impossible. Work would start up again in January. I would be in classes, in meetings. She would be in her classes and clubs and athletic activities—whatever she decided to join. No, Rae would have to acclimate herself to the fact that we couldn’t always have sole possession of each other.
 
   But I also knew that this moment, father and daughter enjoying breakfast together on a lovely morning, was not the time to bring these things up. I decided to let us—to let her have an uninterrupted day with me. I could call Sherry at a convenient moment and, if she were willing (and I found myself surprisingly hopeful that she would be), invite her over for a drink tomorrow. That way I could stay here and Rae wouldn’t need to be without me. Perhaps seeing other people taking some of my attention would be less frightening, less dispiriting for her if she could be here. 
 
   “Good grief,” I said, suddenly realizing. “It’s Christmas Eve, Rae.”
 
   “Yeah.” She smiled a little.
 
   “I...God, with everything happening, I...I haven’t taken care of everything. I haven’t gotten you a present.”
 
   “That’s okay.”
 
   “No it’s not. How about...” I thought for a minute. “How about making today your present? We’ll do anything you want to do.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Well, anything I can afford,” I smiled. “If you want me to take you to the Bahamas, we’ll have to talk.”
 
   She laughed. “I don’t know,” she said. “We can do whatever. I just want to be with you.”
 
   “Well, we have to do something. We don’t want to just sit here watching Regis Philbin on TV, do we?”
 
   “I guess not. Well, can we go to the Gap? I need some jeans.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Can we go to some bookstores? Like Olsson’s and Second Story?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Can we have lunch out somewhere?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Can we rent some movies at Blockbuster to watch tonight?”
 
   “Sure. Of course. Sounds like a great day, honey.”
 
   “Only we have to do one thing first.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Your exercises, Mr. Heart Attack!”
 
   We did them—stretching, running in place. It was fun, with Rae as my strict-but-gentle drill sergeant. Afterwards we took turns showering and then headed out into the day.
 
   The weather threatened rain, maybe sleet, for a while, but gradually cleared. By mid-morning it was delightfully sunny, as pleasant a late-December day as could ever be had in Washington, D.C. We went to all the places Rae wanted to go. Her excitement was infectious: it all seemed new, somehow, with her pulling me from store to store. I didn’t have to reign in her spending; she was quite frugal, actually. A pair of jeans, an inexpensive top. A couple of used paperbacks. She was as happy as I’d ever seen her, her arm entwined in mine as we marched up and down the streets around Dupont Circle. She would even greet sales clerks with bubbly enthusiasm: “Hi!” she say. “How are you today? This is my dad!” 
 
   We wandered for hours in a happy haze—together, I thought, as a father and daughter should be. We had lunch at a very good Indian restaurant. It was strange how natural it all seemed, how easy and inevitable. But I didn’t dwell on the deeper questions. I just enjoyed her grin, her laugh, her bright happy eyes.
 
   Eventually as the sun slid low in the sky we stopped off at Blockbuster. We had a funny, silly argument about whether we should get Armageddon and Deep Impact both—two big-rocks-from-space movies on the same night? “How about Godzilla,” I asked. “Or The Truman Show?”
 
   “Here’s one!” She held up the box for There’s Something About Mary.
 
   “No! Too dirty!” 
 
   “Aw, c’mon, Dad! Don’t be lame!”
 
   I laughed. “You can watch something like that on cable sometime. I’m not watching it with my daughter!”
 
   We settled finally for Men in Black. We flipped a coin for which big-rock movie we’d see: Deep Impact won. Perfect lightweight fare. We picked up popcorn and Raisinets on the way out, as well. 
 
   It was twilight when we returned to the apartment. Rae went off to the bathroom and I checked the answering machine: one message. I pushed the button.
 
   “Hi, Ben. It’s Sherry. Umm...give me a call.” She said her number and hung up. It was the kind of message that someone leaves when they’re not sure the other party has any interest in hearing from them. I’d forgotten completely about Sherry, and suddenly felt shamefaced about it. Hoping that Rae would take a while, I picked up the phone and dialed the number. After several rings she picked up.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “It’s Ben. Hi.”
 
   “Ben.” She sounded relieved. “Hello.”
 
   “Hi. Look, I’m really sorry to have not been here to take your call. Rae and I were out all day Christmas shopping.”
 
   “Well, that sounds nice.”
 
   “It was. It was a lot of fun. Listen—how about tomorrow? It’s Christmas, though—do you have plans?”
 
   “No plans at all, Ben.”
 
   “What are you doing at a conference over Christmas, anyway? What kind of company do you work for?”
 
   “Well, I could have gone home, actually. The conference is finished. But I’ve never spent any time in the D.C. area. I decided to stay and see the sights for a few days.”
 
   I wanted to say: Alone? But I didn’t want to go there, and I’m sure she didn’t want me to either. Anyway, she wasn’t married. Her parents were dead. No siblings. I wondered if Christmas in Oakland might not have been as alone as Christmas in Washington. 
 
   “Well...look,” I said. “Tomorrow evening?”
 
   “I don’t want to get in the way of you and your daughter, Ben.”
 
   “No, no, it’s fine. Really. We’ve been a little...discombobulated this year anyway. About Christmas, I mean. Anyway, Christmas pretty much wraps up in the morning, right? I don’t know what kind of meal we can give you, but we’ll figure out something. Maybe order Chinese.”
 
   She laughed. “That would be great.”
 
   “I—yeah. I’d like you to see the place. I’d like you to meet my daughter.”
 
   “Okay. Great.”
 
   We discussed directions for a minute, and set the time.
 
   “Okay, then,” I said. “Well—we’ll see you tomorrow. Merry Christmas.”
 
   “Merry Christmas, Ben. And to your daughter, too.”
 
   I hung up the phone just as Rae came out of the bathroom.
 
   “Who’s that?” she asked.
 
   “Nobody important,” I said. “Just a—co-worker, calling to say Merry Christmas.” I didn’t like to fib, but I was determined to not let anything come between us on this deeply happy day. “So which movie are we watching first?”
 
   # # #
 
   Christmas morning passed quietly and cheerfully. We’d both managed little gifts for each other: a simple but elegant gold necklace for her (purchased the day before when she was distracted in another part of a store we visited), and for me, Rae had constructed a startlingly beautiful card—but, though it was the size and shape of a traditional holiday greeting, “card” isn’t the word for it. It was more of an art project, an abstract design made from wrapping paper, bits of tissue, wood and metal, all kinds of things. As I looked at it I realized that she’d embedded bits of our lives together within the splashes of abstraction: a big red heart (mine, I supposed, made of felt), mugs of tea (semi-circular bits of metal with steam-waves of string rising from them), dozens of impossibly narrow rain-like strips of aluminum foil. At the bottom of this striking creation she’d written, in a rather wildly girlish script not unlike Rachel’s: Marry Christmas Dad I LOVE YOU MORE THAN EVERYTHING IN THE WORLD From You’re Daughter Rae the Rain Grrrl!!
 
   “Honey, how did you make this?” I asked, sitting next to her on the sofa while the Christmas Day Parade played quietly on the TV. “It’s gorgeous. It really is.”
 
   She shrugged, but I could see she was happy with my reaction. “Just did it in my spare time after you went to bed. With stuff I found around the apartment.”
 
   “You’re an artist. I mean—maybe you should study art. I’m serious.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad.”
 
   We watched the parade for a minute or two. “Hey, honey?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Honey, I—I invited someone over for today. Later today.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yeah. An old friend of mine. She’s coming for a drink this afternoon. She might stay for dinner.”
 
   She scowled. “Dinner?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Her expression was uncertain. “I wouldn’t know what to make your friend for dinner. I don’t know what she’d like.”
 
   “No, honey, don’t worry about it. We can order out. Maybe we’ll get Chinese.”
 
   “Chinese?”
 
   “Sure. You don’t have to lift a finger.”
 
   She seemed to think about it. 
 
   “Who is she?”
 
   “I told you, sweetheart. Just an old friend.”
 
   “The same one you went to see a couple of nights ago?”
 
   “Yes. That one.”
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   “Sherry. Her name is Sherry.”
 
   “Sherry what?”
 
   “O’Shea.”
 
   “Sherry O’Shea. Sherry O’Shea.” She sounded the name out slowly.
 
   “We’ve talked about this, Rae, right? We have to see other people. We have to live. Only this time you and I don’t need to be separated. Sherry will come here. You and I will be together the whole time.”
 
   She didn’t respond. She stared at her lap.
 
   “Why,” she asked finally, “do you need anybody besides me?”
 
   “I—well, honey, that’s hard to...It’s just life, that’s all. It’s not healthy for two people to just be together all by themselves all the time. And it isn’t possible, anyway. I’ll be going back to work at the start of January, you know.”
 
   “I hate that.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Rae. But unless you want to become homeless, I have to work.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind being homeless,” she said, “with you.”
 
   “Rae, come on. Don’t be silly.”
 
   “I’m not. I mean it.”
 
   “No, you don’t. You just think you do.”
 
   “It’s Christmas. I want to be with my dad.”
 
   “I’m not going to leave you for one single second, kiddo. Well, except maybe if one of us needs to go to the bathroom.”
 
   She smiled weakly.
 
   “Will you try to be nice, Rae? She’s really a nice lady. You’ll like her if you give her a chance. Please? For me?”
 
   She studied me. “You swear you won’t leave me?”
 
   “I swear I won’t leave you, sweetheart. I told you, we’ll be here. Together. The whole time.”
 
   She looked glum. “I’ll try.”
 
   “That’s my girl.” I hugged her and we watched a big Mickey Mouse float amble by on the TV screen. I looked again at the card she made me, that astonishingly accomplished card. 
 
   “Thank you again for this,” I said. “It means so much to me. I’ll keep it forever.”
 
   She dropped her head onto my shoulder and sighed. “Aw, Dad.”
 
   # # #
 
   I tried not to appear to Rae as nervous as I was, nor to reveal that Sherry had ever meant anything more to me than any casual girlfriend of long ago. Yet, in addition to my concerns about Rae’s reaction to her, I found myself fretting over what Sherry would think of this apartment: how did it compare to where she lived? Was this place a dump in comparison? It probably was. Sherry worked for a huge corporation that sent her around the country to conferences at first-class hotels; I’m sure she’d done vastly better financially than I had. I found myself agitatedly tidying things all day, vacuuming, scrubbing. Rae offered to help, but I was self-conscious enough as it was: “No, no, honey, I’m just cleaning up a little. It’s okay. Just watch TV, read your new books.” An image crossed my mind of Gatsby desperately displaying his shirts to Daisy. Now and again I forced myself to stop it, to sit down, read the paper, watch the news, check my e-mail. 
 
   I had the odd feeling that nothing was getting past Rae, that she could see exactly how edgy I was and could guess the reason. But her behavior was noncommittal. She read for a while, listened to the radio, played around with her hair in the bathroom—exactly the kinds of things one would expect a teenage girl to do on a lazy Christmas day. But I wondered what she was thinking. I feared another meltdown of the sort we’d had two nights before. I worried that she would be rude to Sherry, or collapse in “illness” (real? imagined? put-on?) after she left.
 
   But as the sun dropped low in the sky and the apartment came to be infused with a deep rosy glow, my worries became academic. The phone rang; it was the front desk informing me I had a visitor and asking should he send her up? Yes, yes. 
 
   “She’s here, kiddo,” I said. Rae looked at me without expression. I heard the elevator chuffing its way toward us, heard its door swish open. Muffled footsteps. Finally there was a knock.
 
   “Well, there you are!” I cried cheerily as I let her in. “Let me have your coat.”
 
   “Hi, Ben! Merry Christmas!” Sherry grinned, slipping off her winter things. She was dressed more casually than she’d been the other night: a peach-colored blouse, tan slacks.
 
   “Well, thanks. You too. Honey?” I looked toward Rae. “This is Sherry, honey. My old friend, the one I told you about. Sherry, this is my daughter Rae.”
 
   “Hi, Rae.” She smiled pleasantly.
 
   “’lo.” Rae did not rise from the sofa, instead scowling and burying herself in her book.
 
   Sherry and I exchanged a glance. “I brought you something, Ben,” she said, reaching into her bag and withdrawing a bottle of wine. “Season’s greetings.” 
 
   “Hey, thanks.”
 
   “I, um—I brought something for Rae too.”
 
   “Hear that, honey? C’mere. Sherry has something for you. A Christmas present?”
 
   “Just a little one,” Sherry said. 
 
   Rae got up lethargically, but no more so than many teenage girls would under the circumstances. Still smiling, Sherry said, “I didn’t know what you might like, Rae, but your dad said you’re a reader. I think that’s great. So am I.” She handed Rae a little envelope.
 
   “Should I open it now?” Rae asked, looking from one to the other of us.
 
   “Why sure, honey,” I said. “Go ahead.”
 
   She did. It was a festive-looking gift card from one of the local bookstore chains.
 
   “Hey, that’s great,” I said. “We can go there tomorrow, get you some more stuff to read. Okay, kiddo?”
 
   “Okay,” she said, not notably enthused.
 
   “What do you say to Sherry, honey?”
 
   She looked at Sherry blankly for a moment, then: “Oh. Thank you.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she replied. “Pick out something good, okay?”
 
   Rae looked to me, as if unsure how to respond. I’d seen Rae happy, I’d seen her miserable; but I’d never seen her perplexed. It was as if Sherry were speaking a foreign language of which Rae had mastered only a few words. But then again, I wondered, how many social situations like this had Rae ever found herself in? This was entirely new to her. When I realized it, I pulled her close to me and tousled her hair playfully. She squirmed and laughed.
 
   “We will,” I said. “Let’s sit down, Sherry. C’mon.” I play-pulled Rae along to the sofa. Sherry sat in the old armchair facing us.
 
   We talked for a long while of light things, superficial things. Safe things. How Sherry liked D.C. Her job. Oakland. My job. Living in Dupont Circle. We had a bit of wine—Rae had soda—and the conversation, while sometimes awkward, never stopped. Rae, anxious or just bored, started being silly after a while—giggling, pulling at my hair, biting my arm, rolling across my lap. Yet I wasn’t going to tell her to stop. She needed to know I was paying attention to her. I realized that. And she was quiet about it, anyway—quietly childish. It was all right. Sherry didn’t bat an eye. When it came time to order dinner, Rae enthusiastically brought the Chinese menu from where it was held on the refrigerator door by a magnet, and dropped down next to me discussing items as if Sherry weren’t there.
 
   “I like sesame beef,” she said, circling it with a pencil. “What do you want, Dad?”
 
   “Let’s ask Sherry what she wants, honey.”
 
   “Oh, anything’s good with me,” Sherry said. “Sesame beef’s great. Maybe some fried rice?”
 
   We made the selections. Rae volunteered to do the ordering and scampered to the phone with my credit card.
 
   While she was making the call, Sherry asked quietly, “How old did you say she is, Ben?”
 
   “She’s sixteen.” I wondered if Sherry would do the math in her head.
 
   “Really? She looks young.”
 
   “I know. She’s very small for her age.”
 
   “Seems sweet.”
 
   “She is. You—you just have to be a little patient. It’s hard for her.”
 
   “I understand, Ben. You’re the man in her life. She feels protective.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s it.”
 
   She smiled. “Don’t worry. It’s fine.”
 
   “I’m glad you came, Sherry. I really am.”
 
   “I am too, Ben.” 
 
   I watched her as we discussed the pros and cons of various Chinese dishes. Sometimes, from certain angles, Sherry seemed all but unrecognizable. Wrinkles had carved themselves around her eyes and at the edges of her lips. Her hair was totally different. She was heavier. And yet, she could turn her head another way and suddenly it was as if no time at all had elapsed: it was the late ’70s, early ’80s again, and we were George and Mary with our futures laid out glitteringly before us.
 
   When she came back from the phone Rae returned my card to me, then dropped herself in my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thirty minutes,” she said, kissing my temple.
 
   “Great, honey.” 
 
   She nuzzled me as Sherry and I kept up a light conversation. I was relieved when the food came; it got us to the table and put some distance between me and what Sherry might have felt, despite her sympathy, to be my overly affectionate daughter. Rae sucked in her chow mein noodles one at a time like a little girl, giggling while we talked. She speared pieces of meat with her fork and pushed them rapidly around her plate, making race-car noises. Finally she started flicking rice kernels at me with her finger.
 
   “Rae, cut it out!” I said, turning to her. “You’re being rude. Now stop it.”
 
   She looked at me, eyes wide with feigned innocence. Then she slammed her fist down on her plate, sending rice and meat pieces flying. She jumped up from her chair, knocking it backwards, and stormed off to the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.
 
   I looked sheepishly at my dinner guest. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay, Ben,” she answered, picking a bit of rice off her wrist. Luckily that was all that had hit her. “Should I go?”
 
   I looked toward the bathroom, annoyed. “I’d rather you didn’t,” I said. “She—Rae has got to learn how to act around other people. If you leave, then it’ll just be as if...she won the battle. You know? And—and I wish you’d stay, Sherry. For a while. Just for talk. Rae will be okay. She’ll calm down.” But I wasn’t certain of that.
 
   “If you’re sure.”
 
   “Definitely. Let me clean up here.”
 
   She smiled. “I’ll help.” 
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “Oh, shut up. How many times have we done the dishes together, Ben?”
 
   I smiled. “Thousands, I guess.”
 
   “So, there you go.” She picked things up, rinsed them and put them in the dishwasher while I took paper towels and cleaned up Rae’s mess. It wasn’t really bad, just some splattered sauce on the table and some rice bits on the wall (as well as a few on my shirt). Still, I felt my face redden with anger and embarrassment. Here I was, trying to show my old flame what a wonderful life I was leading, and my way-too-old-for-this-kind-of-nonsense daughter throws a food-flung temper tantrum. Jesus Christ. 
 
   This was the first time, I realized, that I’d ever been mad at Rae—really mad. I understood, I thought, her clinging to me, her fear of others dividing my time and attention. But, damn it, this was the real world. We couldn’t live on our own on some faraway island. She was going to have to understand that. All the love I could give her wouldn’t keep reality from closing in on us.
 
   At some point in our cleaning, I noticed that the bathroom door had been opened and my bedroom door closed. She’d gone to lie down on my bed, or else to play around with the computer. Good. 
 
   Sherry and I sat at the dining table again, half a glass of wine in each of our glasses. I think we instinctively chose the table because it was farther from Rae and we could talk a bit more easily.
 
   “So,” I said finally, “here it is. My life.”
 
   “It’s wonderful, Ben.”
 
   “Exploding daughter and all?”
 
   She smiled wanly. “I’d love to have an exploding daughter.”
 
   “Why don’t you, Sherry? Well, not necessarily exploding, but...?”
 
   She shrugged. “Never met the right guy, I guess.”
 
   “Never married?”
 
   “No. Came close, a couple of times.”
 
   “That’s a shame. I mean, if that’s what you wanted.”
 
   “Yeah, well, so.” She smiled. “You’ve really done well for yourself. You have a great life, Ben.”
 
   I laughed. “In some ways, yeah. But do you know where I was last week, for five days?”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In the hospital.”
 
   “Oh, no. Why?”
 
   “I had a heart attack.”
 
   Her eyes widened in a way I remembered very clearly. “A heart attack? Oh my God, Ben. Are you kidding me?”
 
   “I’m afraid not. It was a mild one, so Dr. Nguyen says. But I’m on all kinds of medications now. An exercise routine. Rae helps me with that every morning.” I felt my face redden again. “She really is a good kid.”
 
   “I know she is, Ben. Stop it. But a heart attack? You’re my age. Thirty-six. How can you have had a heart attack?”
 
   “Well, you’d have to ask the heart attack. But, well, hell, look at me. I’m fat. I’m totally out of shape. I’ve smoked all these years—haven’t had one in a while, though. Not since the heart attack, for sure. But I’ve never really quit.”
 
   “Those Camel Filters.” She shook her head.
 
   “Do you? Smoke?”
 
   “Oh, no. Not since we were together.” 
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   “Ben, I’m so sorry. About your health problems.”
 
   “Well, the doctor says I’ll be fine if I do what she says. It was like a...a warning shot. A down payment for something much bigger down the road, if I don’t change things.”
 
   “So change them.” It was an order.
 
   I smiled. “I’m trying.”
 
   We sat in what seemed a comfortable silence for a moment.
 
   “So how do you live, Sherry? House? Apartment?”
 
   “Condo. Bought it a few years ago. It’s in a neighborhood called Lakeshore. Just off Lake Merritt. Pretty nice. But I’m not home that much.”
 
   “Work keep you moving?”
 
   “Yeah, actually. But it’s all right. I like to stay busy.”
 
   We fell silent again. We sipped our wine.
 
   “Sounds like your life’s worked out pretty well,” I offered.
 
   “Yeah.” She shrugged. “I do all right.”
 
   I heard the sound of rustling bed sheets in the other room. I could hear Rae crying.
 
   “I should go, Ben,” she said, standing.
 
   “Sure?” I stood with her. “There’s no rush.”
 
   “No, it’s time for me to go. Dinner was lovely.”
 
   “Good to hear, since some of it ended up on you.”
 
   She smiled. “I’m tough.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry about...” I nodded toward the bedroom.
 
   “I told you, Ben, don’t worry about it. Teenage girls can be tough. I was one once, you know.”
 
   I helped her on with her coat. “The funny thing is, she’s usually an angel. I’ve never seen her act like this.”
 
   “She’s protecting her territory.”
 
   “I guess.” I opened the door. “I’ll walk you back to the Metro. Give me a second to get my jacket.”
 
   “No, Ben, don’t. I can find it. Take care of her.”
 
   “I...” Standing there, I didn’t know what I felt. I was almost blind with rage at Rae’s behavior. Yet, moving into the corridor with this figure of my distant past, I was overcome with something...nostalgia? affection? tenderness?  “How much—longer? Will you be in town?”
 
   “My ticket says I fly on Thursday.”
 
   “Well, then, you’ve got—what? Three, four days. Planning to see the sights?”
 
   “Yeah. I want to.”
 
   “I’m a pretty good tour guide,” I suggested. “Lived here a long time now.”
 
   She smiled. “That would be great. Sure.”
 
   “I’ll get Rae calmed down. Or we can—” I hesitated—“we can just go, the two of us.”
 
   “Either way, Ben. I’d love that.”
 
   I suddenly realized we’d begun to speak in low tones, hardly more than whispers. 
 
   “Tomorrow, maybe?”
 
   “Sure. Is it okay, with your—your heart?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. The more exercise I get—‘moderate exercise,’ that’s the ticket—the better. I’m fine. Really.”
 
   “Okay. Great.”
 
   “It’ll be the day after Christmas...things should be open. The Washington Monument, Lincoln Memorial, all the museums. There’s no end to, you know, touristy stuff. But it’s worth seeing.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Yeah, it can be...” But words seemed to leave me then.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “It’s...”
 
   We embraced then, very suddenly. I don’t even know who moved first. But all at once there we were, in each other’s arms. It wasn’t a particularly intimate embrace, what with her bulky coat shrouding her. In fact, it was downright awkward. We found ourselves laughing.
 
   “Oh my God, Ben,” she said, stepping away.
 
   “Memory Lane.”
 
   “That’s for sure. Look, I’d better get going.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll—can I call you tomorrow?”
 
   She smiled. “You’d better.”
 
   Within the apartment, my phone decided to take that moment to ring.
 
   “Oops,” she said. “You better get that. Thank you for dinner, Ben.” She squeezed my arm and headed toward the elevator.
 
   “Goodnight,” I called after her.
 
   I stepped back into the apartment, grabbed the phone on the fourth ring.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, little brother. Merry Christmas.”
 
   “Alice. How are things?”
 
   “Not too good, I’m afraid. This has been a Christmas like no other.”
 
   “Why? What happened?”
 
   “We put Dad in a hospital.”
 
   “Did something happen?”
 
   “Yes. Something happened. I can’t tell you about it on the phone.”
 
   “I...Well, is everybody all right?”
 
   “Yes. We’re okay. Dad’s okay, too. He just won’t be living with us anymore. Can you go see him?”
 
   “Well—sure, of course. Where?” She named it—a hospital and home for the elderly in Northern Virginia. “Yeah, of course I’ll visit him. But...”
 
   “Can you stop by here first, Ben? I can drive you there. It’s not far. But I want to talk to you.”
 
   “Sure. I will. In the morning?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I thought about Sherry, decided we could always see each other in the afternoon. This was obviously a crisis. “I’ll Metro down there.”
 
   “Can you be at the station at nine? I’ll meet you.”
 
   “Sure. I’m sorry this has happened, Sis. And on Christmas, too.”
 
   “So am I. I hope you had a merry one, anyway.”
 
   Good Lord. I suddenly remembered that Alice didn’t know anything about Rae, about my heart attack, or about Sherry O’Shea’s reappearance in my life. Absolutely nothing.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Not too eventful.”
 
   “Well—tomorrow morning? You’re sure?”
 
   “I’m sure. I’ll be there. Take care, Sis.”
 
   “Thanks, Ben. Bye.”
 
   I hung up, my mind swirling. 
 
   It took me a moment to refocus and realize that Rae was still sobbing in the other room.
 
   I stepped in. The lights were off. She was huddled in my bed, fetus-style, weeping and shivering.
 
   I sat beside her on the bed, stroked her shoulder gently. “Rae,” I whispered. “Rae, honey, don’t. Don’t do this.”
 
   “I can’t help it.”
 
   “Shh.” I touched her hair. “It’s all right, honey. Calm down.”
 
   It was too dark to see clearly, but when she looked up at me her tear-dampened eyes seemed big, too big, her cheeks shriveled and sunken-in.
 
   “Don’t you understand?” she cried, her voice small, strangled. “You called me here. I’m only here because of you. Only you can keep me here.”
 
   “I love you, sweetheart. You know that.”
 
   “You have to love me more.”
 
   “I—honey, I don’t know how to love you any more than I already do.” I wasn’t sure anymore if there was sufficient love in my bruised and battered heart, or in the world’s, to satisfy her need, her terrible need.
 
   “Shhh,” I repeated, pulling her to me, holding her. “Try to calm down, Rae. Try to sleep.” The slow motion of my hand stroking her hair seemed to pacify her a little. Her breathing slowed. Her sobs lessened.
 
   Then, suddenly, absurdly, I found myself whisper-singing to her—a lullaby, of all things. I’d made no conscious decision about it. It just came out of me, very quietly, naturally, soothingly. I’d never sung a lullaby to anyone in my life. It seemed to escape from me almost beyond my own will. I knew the song, remembered it as someone else had sung it to me over thirty years before.
 
   Rock-a-bye baby, on the tree top,
 
   When the wind blows, the cradle will rock,
 
   When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall,
 
   And down will come baby, cradle and all.
 
   I cradled my daughter in my arms. At last she slept. We stayed like that all night.
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   “We didn’t have any choice, Ben,” my sister said.
 
   “I’m sure you didn’t, Sis. I saw how he was.” We were in her gargantuan, tank-like Hummer, rolling down Arlington Boulevard. Though it had only been nine or ten days, it felt like an eternity since I’d seen Alice. Her hair was loose, spilling in blonde waves over her lavender sweater. She wore blue jeans and boots and looked very tired. “So what exactly happened?”
 
   She sighed. “He was—standing at the doorway of Mindy’s room, looking at her. She said something like, ‘What do you want, Grandpa?’ And he said he wanted to...Well. You can imagine.”
 
   “No, I can’t. Tell me what he said.”
 
   She scowled. “He said, ‘I want to fuck you in your little ass.’ That’s the direct quote. That’s what Mindy told me. Nobody else was home, which was my mistake. I should have known better.”
 
   “Sis, I’m sorry. Sorry it happened. What did Mindy do?”
 
   “She locked herself in the bathroom until we came home. Luckily that was only a few minutes.”
 
   “Shit. God damn it.”
 
   “We’d already looked into places for him. We took him to one before, just to look around, but he got—angry. But the doctors were on top of it. He’d had his check-up just a few weeks ago. I talked to the doctor then, and he said we should consider putting him—somewhere else. Someplace besides our home. So we were—ready. As ready as you can be for this kind of thing, I guess.” 
 
   She took the turn onto Route 50 and we drove in silence for a few minutes. My brain was filled with images of Dad, Dad as he was then, as he was now: and my unfortunate niece, Mindy, having to hear that bile vomiting up from his increasingly unhinged mind. 
 
   But Dad and Alice and Mindy fought for space in my brain with Rae. I’d left her alone, hadn’t told her ahead of time, hadn’t asked. I didn’t have time. She was still sleeping in my bed when I got up, showered, dressed: she looked pale, thin, weak. I knew if I woke her there would be another scene, so I didn’t. I feared she might panic before she happened to find any note I might leave on the kitchen table or taped to the door, so instead I gently pinned a message to her shirtsleeve. She would just have to get by on her own for a few hours. There was no alternative. I couldn’t possibly have brought her along—Hi, Sis, this is a daughter of mine you’ve never heard of. Rae, meet your Aunt Alice! No. I would have to introduce them eventually, I knew that, but this wasn’t the time or place. And Rae just wasn’t ready to deal with other people yet—people who took up any significant portion of my emotional life. That was it, I realized. She could wander around the school, talk to the janitor or the person behind the counter at Dugan’s, my doctor and nurses, because none of them had any significant hold on my emotions. They weren’t competition. Sherry was. Alice was. Dad would be. At least as my daughter saw things.
 
   Alice pulled into the parking lot of a very modern-efficient sort of building, all tan paint and pleasant green lawn. We went through the automatic doors and I stood slightly behind my sister as she checked in at the front desk. The woman there, in a crisp nurse’s uniform, smiled pleasantly at the both of us. She handed us temporary I.D. tags and said, “You can go right up.”
 
   “He’s on the fourth floor,” Alice said, pinning her tag to her sweater. I pinned my own onto my shirt as we stepped into an elevator and Alice pushed the button. We rode in silence. I found myself wanting to apologize to her, to say, I’m sorry I haven’t done more, but if I said that I knew I would have to get into my heart attack, my daughter...My life had undergone such enormous changes in the past couple of weeks that I didn’t even know how to begin telling her. And this wasn’t the time or place. At some point I’d sit her down when she was calmer, try to catch her up on what had been happening to me. For now, I could feel her impatience, her disapproval of her vanishing brother. Why not? In her place I’d be angry, too. The burden had descended entirely on her. But Sis, I just had a heart attack...
 
   No. Another time.
 
   The elevator doors slid silently open. We walked into a sunny sitting room populated entirely by very old people sitting or mulling slowly about. One was being pushed by somebody in street clothes—a relative, no doubt. There was a nurse’s station to the far right, with several competent-looking men and women in white uniforms. A TV was on in the other corner: The Price is Right, exactly what I’d found myself watching in the hospital the week before. (Good Lord. It felt like months. Years.) A couple of the elderly residents actually seemed to be watching the program, but most of the others were just staring glassily at the screen. 
 
   “I don’t see him out here,” Alice said. “Do you?”
 
   “No. No, I don’t.”
 
   “He must be in his room. C’mon.”
 
   We walked up the corridor until we reached 407. The door was open. Alice peered in.
 
   “Hi, Dad.”
 
   I heard no response.
 
   “Dad, I brought somebody with me today. To visit you. Ben’s here.” She took my hand, pulled me into the little room. It was very clean and well-maintained, but there was virtually nothing in it. A bed with safety rails on the side. A little desk with a straight-backed chair. The room was dark; only the fluorescent light from the hall provided some indirect illumination. 
 
   “Want me to turn the light on, Dad?” I asked.
 
   He didn’t answer. She left it dark.
 
   I looked. He was sitting at the back of the little room in a chair that looked identical to the one at the desk. He didn’t appear to be doing anything. He just sat there. His clothes looked familiar—blue work shirt, jeans, tennis shoes.
 
   “I brought you some things, Dad,” Alice said, obviously determined to be happy, or at least sound like it.  She reached into her bag and brought out several small framed photos. “Look,” she said, stepping close to him, “some pictures. See? There’s me, and the kids, and...” 
 
   He didn’t respond. He didn’t even look at them. Finally she stopped, turned and arranged the photos on the desk.
 
   “I’ll put them here,” she said cheerily, “so you can see them whenever you want to.”
 
   “How are you doing, Dad?” I ventured.
 
   He didn’t respond. I moved close to him. His skin sagged on him, as if there were more skin than his old and frail body could fill. There seemed to be little left of him at all.
 
   “Dad’s doing fine,” Alice said from behind me. “He’s doing great.”
 
   “That true, Dad? Do you—do you like it here?” I realized I was practically shouting, though as far as I knew Dad didn’t have any hearing problems. I toned myself down. “How are things, Dad?”
 
   His face was fierce, scowling, his eyes angry, his wild white eyebrows every which way. His lips were tightly together.
 
   “Dad’s been here for a couple of days now,” Alice said brightly. “I think he’s really settling in.”
 
   “Sure hope so,” I said. “Hey, it looks like a nice place. Your every need catered to. Not so bad, huh? A pretty good deal.”
 
   “Sure it is,” Alice said. She met my eyes. “Ben, do you want me to leave you alone with Dad for a while?” I’ve known Alice all my life; I can read her eyes. They were saying, Please?
 
   “Sure, Sis. Sure. I’ll talk to Dad for a while.” 
 
   “I can wait out here. Unless you want to come out, Dad? Do you want to come out and watch some TV?”
 
   No response. Finally I mouthed Go ahead to her and nodded toward the door. She stepped out.
 
   “Hey, Dad,” I said. “What’s happening?”
 
   Silence. I listened to a nurse’s soft footfalls in the corridor, the hum of the air conditioning, the distant sound of the game show on TV in the other room.
 
   “They treating you well here, Dad?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I’ve—I’ve had a busy week or two since I’ve seen you. Been—been doing lots of things.” 
 
   I couldn’t tell if he was there or not. His eyes certainly didn’t have the uncomprehending look of some of the elderly people’s in the TV room, but at the same time he seemed little different from a mummy. I didn’t know if he was hearing me at all. Obviously he’d gotten out of bed that morning, dressed himself—possibly with some help. He wasn’t bedridden.  He’d been talking up to two days ago, if only about my niece and the things he wanted to do to her. Had he fallen into a permanent silence? Or was he simply being angry and stubborn?
 
   “I—yeah, it’s been a busy few days, Dad. I—I finished with school. On Winter Break now. Tough semester. I’m glad to have the time off. It’s surprising, how tiring teaching can be. It’s—you’d think, well, all you have to do is go into a classroom and talk to some kids, maybe grade some quizzes, what’s so hard about that?” That was, in fact, exactly what Dad had always said about my job, and about the entire teaching profession. “But it’s—it’s a lot harder than that, it’s...” I searched his face for any reaction. There was none. “It’s...it’s harder because...because...You know, Dad, I had a...a heart attack last week. Did you know that? No, you couldn’t have. Yeah, I spent five days at GW Hospital. A nice doctor there, Dr. Nguyen. I think she’s Vietnamese. I mean, her parents were. Anyway, it...they said it was a mild one, but boy, let me tell you, there’s no such thing as a mild heart attack. It...” I stopped, startled that I was telling him this. But I could think of nothing else to say to this quasi-comatose old man. “It—they have me on an exercise regimen now. I run in place in the mornings. And then I do a lot of walking. Medications, too. Did you know they give people nitroglycerine for heart attacks? I swear, I think I’m going to explode every time I take one of those...” My voice faltered. There was still no response from him. “Dad, maybe if we—it’s always been hard to talk, I...maybe we should talk, you know, just—talk, talk about...things...”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Bullshit. Goddamn bullshit.”
 
   He wasn’t looking at me. I didn’t know if he was aware of me. But he was speaking.
 
   “What’s bullshit, Dad?”
 
   “Bullshit. Goddamn bullshit.” He was speaking quietly but very, very intensely.
 
   “What? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Sons a’ bitches. Fuck. Bullshit.”
 
   “Can I help you with something, Dad?”
 
   “Shit.” 
 
   I watched him. 
 
   “Goddamn fuckers. Goddamn motherfuckers.”
 
   “Dad...can you hear me?”
 
   “Goddamn fuckers.”
 
   “Dad? It’s Ben. I’m here, Dad. Can you hear me?”
 
   “Fuck. Fuckin’ bullshit.”
 
   “Dad? Look at me.”
 
   And, suddenly, he did. He came back from whatever faraway place he’d been in and looked straight at me.
 
   “Dad. It’s Ben. How are you doing?”
 
   He studied me silently for a long time, his eyes narrowed.
 
   “Shithead,” he said finally, very quietly.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “That’s right. It’s—it’s Shithead.”
 
   “Fucking shit-for-brains. Fuckin’ shithead.”
 
   “That’s...right.”
 
   “Fuckin’ shit-for-brains fuckhead. Good for nothin’. Probably a homo. Probably a fuckin’ homo.”
 
   “No, I’m not a homo, Dad.”
 
   “Probably a fuckin’ fag.”
 
   “No, Dad.”
 
   “Calls himself a son of mine. Good-for-nothin’ piece a’ shit.”
 
   “Dad...I...”
 
   “Think I don’t know?” he said, not looking at me. I couldn’t tell if he was really addressing me. “Think I don’t know? I know. I know.”
 
   “I’m—sure you do, Dad.”
 
   “Dad. Eat shit.”
 
   “Dad, I...I think I’ll go now, okay?” I stood. “It was nice to see you.” My throat was tight, my eyes hot.
 
   He looked up suddenly. “Bullshit,” he said. Then he shouted it. “Bullshit!”
 
   “Dad—I’ll see you—” I moved to step away, but he sprang up unbelievably quickly and grabbed my arm. 
 
   “Bullshit fuck. Put me in this fuckin’ place. Hopin’ I’ll die. You’re hopin’ I’ll fuckin’ die.”
 
   “I’m not hoping that...”
 
   “Bullshit!” He pulled violently at my arm, pushed his face into mine. “Put the old man away! Tell the old man to fuck off! Tell him to die! Fuck! I know you! Shithead! Fuckin’ Shithead!”
 
   I was hardly aware that two nurses had rushed in to restrain him. I stepped away slowly, the world tilting strangely under me. I stumbled backwards, fell against Alice.
 
   “What happened, Ben? Oh my God...”
 
   “Fuckin’ bullshit! Fuckin’ bullshit liars want me dead! Gonna murder me in my fuckin’ bed! Gonna get a buncha buck niggers to murder me in my fuckin’ bed! Fuck ’em! Fuck all of ’em!”
 
   One of the nurses looked back with a surprisingly calm and pleasant expression on her face. “Could you step out, please? Don’t worry. We’ll take care of your father.”
 
   I stood frozen to the spot, watching them overpower this deranged husk, this screaming idiot, my father. Alice tugged at me. “Come on, Ben. Come on.”
 
   We stepped out and closed the door. I could still hear his ravings. I rushed from the door, from the TV room, ran gasping to the elevator and stood there pressing the button again and again and again. Alice stood there with her arms folded beneath her breasts, tears trickling down her cheeks. But I hardly noticed her. I felt that if I didn’t get downstairs, outside into the open air, I would suffocate, my heart would seize up and I’d die right here, right here by the elevators in the old folks’ home. My demented, delirious father would outlive me, outlive everyone, forever. He would never, ever die. Not him. Not my dad.
 
   # # #
 
   In the parking lot I stood next to Alice’s car, shivering and desperately wanting a cigarette. 
 
   “My God, Ben,” she said. “What did you say to him?”
 
   “Me? I didn’t say anything. I just asked him how he was. I told him how my job was going. He just started in. He doesn’t even know where he is anymore, but he remembers that I’m a shithead.”
 
   “Ben...He doesn’t mean it...He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”
 
   “Alice, he does. Come on. You know that. He’s called me that since I was a kid. He believes it. Don’t say he doesn’t. Don’t defend him.”
 
   Her eyes dropped. “Okay.”
 
   I’d been ready to argue with her, but her sad acquiescence deflated me. “He’ll forget his own name before he forgets that I’m Shithead,” I said quietly.
 
   She touched my face gently with her palm. “You’re not a shithead to me, Ben.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   We stood there in the cold parking lot, each in our own misery.
 
   “Do you want to go back to the house?” she asked finally. “I’m sure the kids would like to see you. We can rustle something up for lunch.”
 
   “I guess not,” I said, Rae crossing my mind. “Maybe if you can just drop me at the Metro.”
 
   “I’m sorry this went so badly.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   “But at least you know where he is now.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   We rode in silence back up Route 50 and onto Arlington Boulevard again. Eventually we pulled up to the station.
 
   “Well...thanks, Sis.” I started to open the car door.
 
   “Ben, are you sure you don’t want to come back to the house?” She looked seriously at me. “Come on. This has been rough. I don’t like picturing you going back to that apartment just to be by yourself.”
 
   “I’m okay, Alice.”
 
   “You don’t seem okay. You haven’t seemed okay for a long time.”
 
   I looked at her. “What does that mean?”
 
   She glanced away. “Never mind.”
 
   “No, what?”
 
   She sighed. “Ben...I don’t know where it went wrong between us. I don’t know why you shut me out like you do. I don’t get it. I’ve tried to be a good sister to you. A good big sister.”
 
   “You are.”
 
   “Well, then...” She looked sharply at me again. “Then what’s wrong?”
 
   I thought about it. What was wrong? With me, with my life? I didn’t even know how to begin to tell her. I wasn’t sure that I knew. I wasn’t sure of anything anymore.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong, Sis.”
 
   She sighed. “Ben, do you have any idea how jealous I’ve always been of you?”
 
   “Jealous? You? Of me?”
 
   “Sure.” She looked out the windshield. “Things always seemed like they were—easy for you. In a way they weren’t for me. You were so smart. You were so talented. Not like me.”
 
   “You’re smart. You’re talented.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t see it that way. I had this dazzling little brother, this fantastic-looking boy, that everybody liked. All the girls. And you wrote those stories. They were so good, for somebody your age. I didn’t have anything like that.”
 
   “You were good-looking, Alice. You still are. You know that.”
 
   “It doesn’t do much for your self-esteem, though, at that age, if all the guys want to do is get in your pants.”
 
   I thought about it for a minute. “You never seemed to lack self-confidence.”
 
   “Well, I did. Especially around you. You were too smart for me. You still are.”
 
   “I never had any idea of that. Growing up.”
 
   “Well, now you do.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “If it sometimes seemed like I was—I don’t know, putting you down—talking down to you—that was why. I could do it because I was so much older. But it was because you always seemed better than me.”
 
   “I wasn’t better than you to Dad.”
 
   “No. And I really worked on my relationship with him, just for that reason. I had him. You didn’t. It made me feel better.”
 
   “I’m—I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry.”
 
   “There’s nothing to be sorry about. I just wanted to tell you.”
 
   “Well—thanks. For telling me.” I thought for a moment. “I guess you’ve discovered your dazzling little brother isn’t so dazzling after all. In recent years.”
 
   “That’s why I asked you what’s wrong. I’ve wondered. For years. What happened to you.”
 
   “I—I don’t know, Sis. I don’t know what happened to me. One day I looked and—and I wasn’t there anymore.”
 
   We sat in silence for a moment.
 
   “Not much of a Christmas,” she said. “I didn’t even get you a present. I forgot. I’m sorry.”
 
   “God, Alice, forget it. Who cares? I didn’t even get you a card, anyway. I meant to. I forgot too.” 
 
   “I was going to get you a cell phone.”
 
   I chuckled at that. She smiled a little.
 
   “Are you sure you wouldn’t like lunch?” she asked. “Back at the house?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’ve got to get going.”
 
   She looked at me. “I love you, little brother. You know that, right?” 
 
   “I know. And I love you. I’m sorry I don’t always—always show it much.”
 
   She took my hand and held it for a minute. It felt good.
 
   “See you later, Ben.”
 
   “Bye, Sis. Thanks for everything.”
 
   I stepped out of the car onto the curb, shut the door behind me. She waved at me as she pulled away.
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   It was mid-afternoon when I returned home. I opened the door softly, nearly wincing with anxiety as to what I might find there. The apartment was quiet. Rae was still in my bed, in her rumpled pajamas, the blinds closed in the room: I stepped close to her, studied her profile in the semi-darkness. For a moment I wondered if she was breathing at all. Then suddenly she inhaled, as if waking from a very deep sleep, and turned over onto her back, throwing her arm across her forehead. She opened her eyes. They were huge dark saucers set within a face that had lost all softness, reconfiguring itself into the hard planes and angles of longstanding hunger. Her shoulder blades seemed to stick out from her skin. Her wrists were hard branches, her fingers pale white twigs.
 
   “I’m back, sweetheart. I had to go out.” I sat next to her.
 
   “I know,” she croaked, her voice cracked and dry. “I read your note.” It was no longer attached to her sleeve, I noticed.
 
   “I’m sorry. I thought about waking you, but then just decided to let you sleep. I had to go see my dad, Rae. My sister’s had to put him in an—an old folks’ home.”
 
   She stared at me expressionlessly.
 
   “It was—sad,” I said. “Seeing him there. And my sister—Alice, your—your aunt—it’s hard on her. She’s had to take care of him, make the decisions. It’s just—difficult. For everybody.”
 
   She turned her face away slightly. “You forgot about me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You did. While you were gone. You forgot about me.”
 
   “Honey, I did not. I thought about you all the time.”
 
   “No, you didn’t. Not all the time.”
 
   “Well...” I had thought about her, damn it. I knew I’d thought about how I would introduce her to Alice and her family. But she was right, of course; I hadn’t thought about her all the time. Guilty, I supposed, as charged.
 
   “Honey...nobody thinks about another person all the time.”
 
   “I do. I think about you all the time. I never think about anything else but you.”
 
   “Well, I...You think about other things too, Rae. When you read a book. When you watch TV.”
 
   “But I don’t stop thinking about you. I think about those things but I think about you at the same time.”
 
   “Well...sweetheart, the point is, I’m here. I’m home.” I touched her forehead, reflexively; it felt hot to me, but I was still no expert in telling kids’ temperatures with the palm of my hand. 
 
   “You have to think about me all the time.”
 
   “I...honey...”
 
   She looked at me. “All the time, Dad.”
 
   “Honey, are you okay? You don’t look very well. You’re sick.”
 
   “Not in the way you mean.”
 
   “What—what way, then?”
 
   She took my hand. “Dad, you have to love me.”
 
   “Rae...” I felt defeated. Visions of my mad father rattled around in my skull, competing with the whispered complaints of my impossible daughter accusing me of not loving her enough. I was suddenly tired. Exhausted. I wanted to sleep for a day, two days. At least until the millennium had passed, until all the bad things that were going to happen, that couldn’t happen but which I knew were going to happen, had swept over the earth. Until all the planes had exploded and the elevators smashed to the ground and the patients flatlined on the operating tables. Until darkness had descended, water stopped flowing from the faucets, until we found ourselves in some sort of post-apocalyptic landscape of violence and death. At least I’d know where I was then. I’d know the rules. Kill or be killed. Survival of the fittest. Here, now, I had no idea what the rules were, or even if there were any.
 
   “I’ll—I’ll make us some tea, Rae,” I said, standing, my throat tight. “I’ll make us some tea, okay?”
 
   I stumbled into the kitchen, put on the water. I went to the living room windows and stood looking out at the blue winter sky, at the cars and gray cement buildings far below on the street.
 
   Shithead! Fuckin’ Shithead!
 
   Love me. You have to love me....
 
   I must have remained there a long while; I suddenly realized that the teapot was whistling. I stepped back into the kitchen, passing by Rae, who seemed to have fallen asleep again. I made tea, stood there stupidly watching it brew.
 
   Then I remembered Sherry. Splashing some water on my face to freshen myself, I went over to the phone and dialed. I was connected quickly enough to her room.
 
   “Hey, Sherry.”
 
   “Hey, Ben. What’s up?”
 
   “Oh...kind of a tough day. But I’m home now.”
 
   “Why? What happened?”
 
   “Alice put Dad in a rest home. I went to visit him today.”
 
   “Oh, Ben, I’m sorry. I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it...He’s pretty much crazy, as far as I can tell. I don’t even know if he remembers my name. He didn’t use it once while I was there. But he did call me ‘Shithead.’ Over and over again. He remembers that, anyway.”
 
   “Oh, Ben. That’s terrible.”
 
   “Yeah, well.” My eyes stung. “Have you been out to see any sights?”
 
   “No. I was waiting for you.”
 
   “Sorry about that.”
 
   “Ben, we’re still saying ‘I’m sorry’ to each other.”
 
   “Well, I am sorry, though.”
 
   “I think you have a pretty good excuse. How’s Rae?”
 
   “Rae? She’s...” Well, how was she? How was this teenage girl who couldn’t possibly exist, who went from sunny, bright health and happiness to a pale sickly exhaustion in a matter of minutes—and then back again? “She’s taking a nap at the moment. She seems to be a bit sick. I’m not sure. I’m making some tea for her just now.”
 
   “What a good dad.”
 
   I smiled grimly. “I try.”
 
   “Do you want to postpone the sightseeing, Ben? You sound tired.”
 
   “Well—I am. Sort of.”
 
   “It’s okay. You’ve got a lot on your plate.”
 
   “But I want to see you. Definitely.”
 
   “Will you be seeing your dad tomorrow?”
 
   “Tomorrow? No. Definitely not. Not tomorrow. I couldn’t take that again tomorrow. So tomorrow would be great for us. Yeah. Tomorrow morning.” We discussed the details for a moment. “As for Rae,” I said, “I’ll leave it up to her.”
 
   “She’s welcome to come, Ben. I’d love to see her.”
 
   “You sure? After last night?”
 
   “Ben, I told you. I understand. It’s a girl thing.”
 
   “Well, you’re very—understanding.”
 
   She laughed. 
 
   “You don’t mind?” I said. “Postponing?”
 
   “I don’t want you dragging around on my account, Ben. I’ll go amuse myself this afternoon and look forward to tomorrow.”
 
   “God, that’s—thank you. That makes things so much easier.” It makes them possible, I thought. Possible with Rae. I could spend the rest of the day and evening with her, give her all the attention she so desperately craved. As for tomorrow...Well, we’d have a wonderful time today and see what tomorrow would bring.
 
   Sherry and I said our goodbyes and I brought the tea into the bedroom. Rae sat up, took her mug. I sat in the chair next to the bed.
 
   “So, kiddo,” I said, “what do you want to do for the rest of the day?”
 
   She looked at me. “You’re not seeing—her?”
 
   “I’m not seeing anybody but my favorite girl in the whole world.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really.”
 
   She smiled hugely, her face almost literally blossoming before my eyes. “You haven’t done your exercises today,” she said, “did you? I’ll bet you skipped them.”
 
   “Guilty.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll start with your exercises. But wait.” She put down her mug and scrutinized me carefully. “Lean close to me.” 
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Lean close.”
 
   I put down my own mug and did as she asked. I thought she might kiss me, but she said, “Breathe. Through your mouth.”
 
   Puzzled, I did.
 
   “Good!” she said, sniffing. “I was making sure you weren’t sneaking cigarettes.”
 
   I laughed. “Jeez, what a detective! No. I’ll confess that I thought about it...”
 
   “I know you did.”
 
   “...But I did not succumb to the temptation.”
 
   She patted me on the head, grinning. “Good boy. We’re learning.”
 
   “I’m learning how to live healthy,” I said. “You’re just learning how to be a smart ass!” I grabbed her by the waist and tickled her, which sent her into shrieking, kicking convulsions on the bed. We play-fought, Rae grabbing my wrists, me pulling loose and pinching or goosing her. Both of us were laughing hysterically. At last we stopped, both of us breathless.
 
   “You don’t fight fair!” she said, giggling and taking up her tea again.
 
   “You get what you deserve, Miss Smarty Pants.”
 
   We drank our tea again, peacefully together. In the slatted sunlight coming in through the blinds she looked healthy again, happy, whole.
 
   # # #
 
   We exercised, and Rae made sure I took all my medications. After that we went out, the bracing winter breeze in our faces, and did a little grocery shopping. Finally we went to see Robin Williams in The Bicentennial Man, a movie that annoyed me—I remembered and loved Asimov’s story—but which sent Rae into paroxysms of tears by the end.
 
   “There you go again,” I said, as the lights came up. “No more emotional movies for you, young lady!”
 
   “You stop!” she said, laughing through her sobs. “You’re mean.”
 
   “Now is that something to say to a guy who had a heart attack last week?”
 
   “I don’t see how you could have. You’re so heartless.” She slugged my arm.
 
   “Oh! Oh!” I feigned chest pain. “The abuse! Parental abuse! Parental abuse, I tells ya!”
 
   Home, we put away the fruits and canned things we’d bought and Rae set about making dinner. Afterwards, after we’d put away the dishes, I put WGMS on the radio—the pleasant strains of Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto filled the room—and we sat on the sofa, quietly listening.
 
   “I like Mozart,” she said, her head in the crook of my arm. “He’s soothing.”
 
   “He’s not always soothing,” I said, “but yeah, a lot of him is. We should watch Amadeus sometime. It’s a movie about him.”
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   She played with the button on my shirt. “Would you mind if I looked at—you know, Mom’s stuff?”
 
   “Not that tape, honey.”
 
   “Not the tape. I mean the other stuff.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ve looked at all of it before, haven’t you?”
 
   “Not with you. I was hoping...maybe we could look at it together.”
 
   I thought about it. The lovely, serene melody of Mozart’s second movement was, indeed, soothing me. This was my daughter, after all. How could I say no when she wanted to look at things of her mother with me, remember her with me?
 
   “Sure, honey. Get the box of stuff.”
 
   She did. It felt very natural, opening it together. I put the tape to one side—actually I dropped it on the other side of the sofa, where neither of us would see it—and we brought out the little collection. There wasn’t much. I took up a copy of the Chicago Quarterly, a literary journal since defunct, and flipped to the familiar pages that held Rachel’s “Shadows” and “Perfume, and Silence.” Rae and I looked at the lines together on the bright white leaves—I was surprised that they hadn’t yellowed, but it was a high-end journal; acid-free paper, no doubt. 
 
   “How did they get published, Dad?”
 
   “I sent them out. After she died. A few months later, when I was—calmer…about things. I sort of pretended to be her. I didn’t tell them she’d died, just sent them as if I were her. I didn’t want them to be prejudiced, one way or another. By the fact that she was dead. They accepted both of them.” I shrugged. “It was something I could do for her, at least.”
 
   “Will you read them to me? Aloud? Please?”
 
   I glanced at her: such depthless need. “Sure, honey.”
 
   The words were strange in my mouth. I hadn’t read these poems in fourteen, fifteen years; I’d never read them aloud in my life. Strange, remembering the first time I really talked to Rachel, sitting there in the living room of the apartment in Santa Barbara waiting for Sherry and Peter to return, looking at this dark, moody girl with her sticker-covered notebook, inwardly smirking a bit when she told me that she didn’t just write song lyrics, “I write real poems. All the time.” And then my feeling stunned when she handed me her hand-scrawled draft of “Shadows,” a piece that suggested depths I’d had no idea the lead singer of The Raging Hormones possessed. It came back to me as it had in the hospital, only now even more vividly as the words traveled through my eyes, my brain, my throat.
 
   “Did Mom think a lot about the Holocaust?” Rachel asked.
 
   “I guess she did,” I said. “I mean, this poem sure proves it. We never talked about it much, though. But she did read books about it. She got them...well...” Oh, why not be honest? Rae needed to know about her mother, and such information couldn’t have any importance now. “Well, she shoplifted them, actually. She used to steal things a lot. She was young. Hardly older than you are now.”
 
   “Will you read the other one? I love hearing you read her words. It’s like you’re together again, with me.”
 
   I read “Perfume, and Silence” softly, remembering her waiting for me in the darkness outside our bathroom, murmuring, “You can read this one” when I came out, saying nothing about my nakedness, only smiling a little. I felt old.
 
   “It’s so sad,” Rae said. “But beautiful, too.”
 
   “Yes. It is.” 
 
   I found the other journal then, the Oregon Review, with “What There Is” inside. It had been the last of Rachel’s poems I’d sent out. I read it quietly.
 
   “She really had that sister,” I told her when I finished. “That’s what she said.”
 
   “I remember. You told me. I hope they’re together now. Somewhere.”
 
   “So do I, honey.”
 
   “It’s like your story,” she said. “About Mina.”
 
   “I guess it is. I hadn’t thought.”
 
   “Like you were thinking about the other Rachel. The one who died.”
 
   “Yes. It wasn’t on purpose. But I see what you mean.”
 
   “I wish she was here now. Mom, I mean. Well, and the other Rachel, too.”
 
   “She would have been your aunt.”
 
   “Yeah. Mom Rachel and Aunt Rachel. And you. But I only have you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, honey.”
 
   “At least I do have you, though.” She rustled in the box, brought out Rachel’s old black notebook, creased and crumpled, still with its old stickers on the cover—Black Flag, DOA, Minutemen. There were only a few pages left in the book; I remembered sadly how Rachel had ripped out, torn up most of the sheets in her last days. I wondered now if I shouldn’t have gathered them up from the trash, taped them together, tried to salvage what I could. Now I wished that I had. Irrationally, I felt a bit like Ted Hughes, who destroyed his wife Sylvia Plath’s final notebooks after her suicide. I hadn’t destroyed anything, of course, and Rachel Lynn Blackburn was no Sylvia Plath—maybe she would have been, given the years I’d given to Mina Lynn Greenwood—but still, it was a strange feeling, looking at the withered remains of her one and only notebook and thinking that, once upon a time, I could have saved the rest if I’d had the foresight, the strength. But then if I’d had the foresight and strength maybe I would have saved Rachel, too.
 
   The three saved poems were there. I was surprised to see how rough they were, how sloppy—Rachel hadn’t been one for polishing final drafts, certainly. They were scribbled, sometimes barely legibly, in different inks, sometimes in pencil. It had slipped my mind that in preparing the poems for publication I’d had to make a few editorial decisions, in spots where Rachel had written alternate word choices, sometimes with a big red “???????” next to them, or else with the same two words scratched out again and again as she decided first on one word, then the other, then switched back. Sometimes she’d done this six or eight times, vacillating between the same two words. 
 
   There were only a few other pages in the book, and most of them were blank. She had a few notes on one page, but they were mostly incomprehensible—“Daylight/submerge/stellar—cosmic?” “Blind girl piano.” “Black heart blue heart.—blue tattoo.”
 
   “Do you know what any of this means?” Rae asked.
 
   “No. I’m sorry. Ideas for poems, I guess. She never talked about them.”
 
   But one note was perfectly clear: “Too much DEATH!!!!” We both stared at it for a while, then closed the book. Rae held it tightly in her hands for a long time, then pressed it to her chest, as if trying to somehow absorb whatever essence of her mother still remained in those dead pages.
 
   My own ancient story, “The Burning Girl,” was in the box too. I lifted up the few browning pages, flipped through them. Rae looked at them in my hands.
 
   “Will you read it, Dad?”
 
   “I don’t guess it’s much good. I haven’t looked at it in fifteen years.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   I read it. God, Robert and Robin the burning girl. I didn’t think much of this early effort as writing, but as my eyes scanned the lines I found them bringing back, in a way the other mementoes didn’t, how it felt then, how it was to live with Rachel. 
 
   Rae held my arm tightly for a long time after I reached the end of the story. We didn’t say anything about it. 
 
   There were a few old Post-It Notes in the box as wellas well, looking much as they must have looked sixteen years before when Rachel would write them and leave them for me to find. Many of them still clung to each other after all these years: “Running late! Luv U!” “Don’t forget BREAD, Hippie Boy!” I was relieved to see that none of them contained anything embarrassing, but these juiceless remnants of a long-ago life depressed me. I wondered if I’d remembered the bread that day.
 
   At the bottom of the box were two photos. One, a slender farmer, I recognized immediately.
 
   “Rachel’s dad,” I said. “Your grandfather.” She knew already, of course; I’d told her everything I knew of Rachel’s family. 
 
   The second photo I had a harder time recognizing, for some reason. For a moment I wondered if it had been placed in the box by mistake. But no, I realized, it was Rachel, Rachel before Santa Barbara, Peter Welch, Ben Fall. Rachel, younger than I remembered her, her hair long and straight, in a plaid flannel shirt, hands on her hips, in front of a rundown farmhouse. Brown fields were blurrily in the background. In the picture Rachel was smiling, a big, broad smile that displayed the gap between her front teeth and made her look enormously farm-fresh and cute, and vastly innocent of anything that was perhaps even then rushing toward her, like the faraway sound of a locomotive on the High Plains. Still distant, yes, but growing closer hour by hour, minute by minute.
 
   “She said she was fifteen when this was taken,” I said.
 
   We both studied the image. It was the only photo I had of her—other, of course, than our video.
 
   “She looks so sweet.”
 
   “Yes. She does.”
 
   Rae reached into the box and brought out several of her mother’s old silver piercings, dull now, tarnished. They looked tired and dead to me.
 
   Without saying anything, she carefully hooked two little rings around her left ear and held a little silver bar up to her eyebrow.
 
   “Is this how she wore them?”
 
   My voice was hollow. “I think so,” I said. “It’s been a long time. I don’t really remember.”
 
   She hopped up from the sofa and moved to the bathroom, turning on the light and studying herself for a long time in the mirror. Finally she came back out again, her expression bright. “Maybe—can I wear them?” she asked, smiling.
 
   I said nothing, staring at her. I could think of nothing to say. Studying me, her expression darkened. She took off the silver things and dropped down onto the sofa next to me. She put the metal pieces into the box again. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Dad.”
 
   “It’s okay.” Time and age seemed to push into me, through me.
 
   “No. I was rude. I should have realized, Dad. I’m really sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay, honey.”
 
   We had reached the bottom of the box. That was all there was. I had nothing else of Rachel Blackburn in my life.... 
 
   Nothing but Rae, leaning her head on my shoulder and staring in silence at the pitiful little collection of relics.
 
   “Why can’t things just stay like they are?” she asked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Just you and me. And Mom. Here. That’s all I want. That’s all I’ll ever want.”
 
   I looked at her. “Well, honey, we’ve talked about that. We have to live. I have to work. You know what would happen if I didn’t go to work? We’d get very hungry. And pretty soon people would come from some office in D.C. and throw all our belongings out into the street. That’s—that’s just life. It’s okay. It doesn’t mean we’re not together.”
 
   “But it hurts,” she said. “It hurts so much when I’m not with you.”
 
   “We spend lots of time together, sweetheart.”
 
   She sighed. “I guess.” 
 
   “Sherry and I will be going downtown tomorrow,” I said, deciding that now was as good a time as any to tell her. “We’d love for you to come with us.”
 
   She seemed to shrink, somehow. “Dad, please don’t. Don’t.”
 
   I stroked her hair. “Honey, don’t get excited, okay? You’re just going to have to get used to the fact that there are other people in my life. It doesn’t mean I don’t love you. I love you more than anything.” I kissed her temple.
 
   “Please don’t go with her, Dad.”
 
   “I told you, you can come along. We want you along.” 
 
   She moved slightly away from me, wrapped her arms around herself.
 
   “I’m tired,” she said. “I want to go to bed.”
 
   “Honey, please don’t be like this.”
 
   “I want to fold out the sofa now. I’m tired.”
 
   And, very suddenly, she looked it. Black rings had appeared under her now-bloodshot eyes. Her skin looked sallow, sickly.
 
   “Oh my God, honey,” I said. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong. I just want to go to bed.”
 
   “Rae, I don’t—I don’t understand. Just a minute ago...”
 
   “Please help me fold it out. I’m so tired I don’t think I can do it.”
 
   I packed away Rachel’s things and together Rae and I converted the sofa. Rae dropped onto it without even arranging any bed sheets. She curled up fetus-style, her back to me.
 
   I sat next to her and touched her shoulder. She was crying. “Rae, sweetheart,” I said softly, “when are you going to stop being like this?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “But why? Why do you...?”
 
   “I’ll never stop being like this. I’ll never stop.”
 
   “I think if you tried, you’d see that...”
 
   “I don’t want to see anything except you. And Mom.”
 
   I watched her as she sobbed, her body quivering. “Rae,” I said, father-firm, “I’m going out tomorrow with my friend Sherry. We’ll be gone a few hours. You can stay here if you want. But we’d love to have you come along. It’s your choice. But that’s what’s going to happen.”
 
   I stopped, feeling like history’s most heinous monster. After a minute or two her weeping subsided and she was quiet, still. We sat there for a long time. I looked at her, flashing on my character Jane, from “The Girl That Nobody Liked.” Jane Hooper, utterly motionless on Mitchell’s bed. Jane Hooper, who was no longer living.
 
   Suddenly frightened, I took Rae by the shoulder and turned her over toward me. She was breathing: short, shallow gasps through her mouth. Her eyes, though, seemed to roll in their sockets.
 
   “Rae? Rae?”
 
   It took her a moment. Her head twisted. Her eyes came back into focus. She looked at me.
 
   “What...?” 
 
   “I just wanted to—to make sure you were okay.”
 
   She closed her eyes, then pulled my hand to her face. She rubbed the backs of my fingers against her eyelids. “Oh Dad,” she whispered, “I’m not okay. Don’t you know that. I’m not okay at all.”
 
   # # #
 
   That last week in December: days bifurcated from nights, my life feeling like two lives in one. In the morning I would go out with Sherry—to the monuments, the museums, the tourist attractions (some of which, like many locals, I’d never actually visited). We wandered the streets of the city, occasionally ducking into a government building to get warm. We held hands through our wool mittens. 
 
   “You’re sure you’re all right?” she would ask me again and again. “Your heart, Ben, I’m worried about your heart...”
 
   “I’m fine, Sherry,” I’d say, my breath smoking in the cold. “I told you, this is just the ticket for the old ticker. Lots of walking. Perfect.”
 
   We were easy together, as only old intimates can be. The years didn’t melt away when I was with her—all I had to do was look at her to recognize just how much time had passed—but there was something peaceful and right about our re-acquaintance. It took me back, somehow, to all the vanished days of my life, days that weren’t necessarily always joyful but which did represent, for better or worse, my youth, the only one I had. Of course, she remembered things I didn’t, and that had the effect of freshening and reanimating memories that had been lifeless with repetition within my own mind. I did the same for her. We laughed a lot, with real delight.
 
   The nights were different. Sherry came to the apartment a couple of times, but Rae couldn’t even pretend to be pleased to see her. My daughter was ghost-pale, fragile-looking, weak. She spent most of her time in her pajamas, within the rumpled sheets of the fold out bed. She cried a lot, softly: so softly that at times I didn’t even realize she was crying. 
 
   After the second such visit, as we were heading down the elevator to the lobby again, Sherry asked me: “Ben, is Rae sick?”
 
   “She—she may have the flu,” I said.
 
   “No, I mean—really sick. With something more serious.”
 
   “I...”
 
   “Because she doesn’t look good, Ben. She’s too thin. She looks like she doesn’t eat anything. She’s not anorexic, is she?”
 
   “No. Definitely not. She eats. She doesn’t throw it up.”
 
   “Well...” She chewed her lip, obviously uncertain how far she should go in advising me how to raise my child.
 
   “I know, Sherry,” I said, as we stepped out of the elevator. “I know. She’s always been—sickly. You’re right. I need to take her in for a checkup.”
 
   “Do. It’s important.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   We stepped out to the street. I was walking with her as far as the Metro station. Our arms intertwined within our heavy coats.
 
   “When do you fly again?” I asked.
 
   “The ticket says Thursday.”
 
   I thought about it. “Are you in a hurry?”
 
   “A hurry?” She looked away. “Not necessarily.”
 
   We walked in silence.
 
   “What are you suggesting?” she asked finally.
 
   “Nothing,” I said. “Just—you know, if it was possible for you to stay a couple more days...”
 
   She didn’t respond. We walked for a while in the cold dark. When we got to the escalator that would take her down to the trains, we stood looking at each other. Her expression was thoughtful.
 
   “What do you want, Ben?” she asked finally.
 
   “Want?”
 
   “Want.”
 
   “I—I dunno. What do you mean?”
 
   “Do you want me to stay a few more days?”
 
   “Well, yeah. I would.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I looked at the pavement. “Well,” I said, “you’re the one who sort of, you know, implied...‘That’s what my ticket says,’ you know...like tickets can be changed...”
 
   We stood apart. The moment was awkward; I was aware of my receding hairline, my protruding gut. Yet I found myself excited somehow. My heart, faithful friend, was pumping rapidly.
 
   Then, suddenly, she grinned and leapt forward, kissing me on the cheek.
 
   “G’night, Ben!” she said, turning quickly and heading down the escalator.
 
   I felt exhilarated as I walked back toward the apartment, even if I wasn’t sure why. I’d not thought out anything consciously about Sherry, about the future. And yet we kept seeing each other. We continued to enjoy each other’s company. Maybe it was just nostalgia, but somehow it felt like more. After all, she wasn’t married. I soon wouldn’t be; I’d talked with her about Kate. (Kate! Good Lord, how far back in time that marriage now seemed, even though, legally speaking, it wasn’t quite finished yet.) Was I getting completely ahead of myself? Had any such thoughts crossed Sherry’s mind? But then (I found myself hustling quickly, excitedly through the cold), how could she have not thought of such things? Why else was she here, anyway? Why was she arranging her schedule entirely around me, if not...I shook my head. So she had a few days of holiday and decided to spend them in D.C., that’s all. She had no family to speak of, none to go running back to in Oakland, so why not? It didn’t necessarily mean anything. Certainly not.
 
   And yet somehow I couldn’t quite convince myself of it.
 
   Reaching the apartment at last, I stepped into my night world. From the happiness and anticipation of time spent with Sherry I came into an apartment with Rae lying there listlessly, her hair lank, her eyes mysteriously shining in the darkness.
 
   “Hey, kiddo.” I sat down beside her.
 
   She didn’t respond. I touched her shoulder, shook her lightly.
 
   “You should’ve come along today,” I said. “We had a good time. It would have been even better with you.”
 
   She looked at me. The hollow in her throat seemed startlingly deep. Her lips were dry and flaking away in little strips. 
 
   “Are you in love with her, Dad?” she whispered.
 
   I rummaged in my coat pocket for a Chap Stick, brought it forth, and spread some carefully across her lips. She didn’t resist.
 
   “I don’t know, honey,” I said. “It’s a little too soon to be thinking about that.”
 
   She stared at me, her eyes like big flat saucers. She was breathing shallowly through her mouth. She looked very sick.
 
   “Honey, I...I think I should take you to a doctor.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A doctor. You’re sick, honey.”
 
   “You can’t take me to a doctor, Dad. You know that.”
 
   I studied her. “Yeah. I guess I do.” What on earth would a doctor make, I wondered, of Rae Grace Fall, the Rain Girl? Mr. Fall, this child does not exist.
 
   “You’re going to marry her, aren’t you?” she whispered. 
 
   “I...honey, that’s a million miles away...I’ve only gotten to know her again over the past few days.”
 
   “You will. I know you will.” She began sobbing again, a strange, whispery, hiccupping sound.
 
   “Rae, sweetheart, just give her a chance. That’s all I’m asking. She likes you. She’s told me that. I think you two could really get along.”
 
   I gathered her up in my arms. She was shockingly light. Her pajamas seemed to hang on her, as if they were made for someone vastly larger. But when she put her arms around me the grip was just as astoundingly strong as it had been.
 
   “Dad? Daddy?” she whispered into my ear.
 
   “What, honey?”
 
   “Let’s go away from here.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Far away.”
 
   “Where? What are you talking about, Rae?”
 
   “Where no one will ever find us. Just you and me,” she said, her voice growing slightly stronger as she warmed to the idea. “You and me and Mom. Mom’s things, I mean.”
 
   “Kiddo, how could we do that, even if we wanted to? Where would we go? I have a job. I have responsibilities, you know. I have a life here.”
 
   “We could go anywhere,” she said. “It wouldn’t matter. Just as long as we’re always together and you always love me.”
 
   “I do love you, Rae...”
 
   “Me and no one else.”
 
   “Rae...”
 
   “Just anyplace. We could travel around.”
 
   “What would we do for money?”
 
   “I don’t care about money...”
 
   “Well, I like to eat, you know.”
 
   “We could live on handouts. Like street people. We could just...just live on the street, push our belongings around in an old grocery cart, beg money from people on corners.”
 
   “What? Honey, that’s...that’s crazy. Why would we want to live like that?”
 
   “Just us. Just us two. Always.”
 
   “I don’t care for sleeping on the streets, honey.”
 
   “We could go out into the country. Sleep in fields. Under the stars.”
 
   “What would we do when it rained?”
 
   “Sleep in barns. In farmhouses. We’d do work on people’s farms and they’d pay us with food and giving us their barn to sleep in.”
 
   “Oh, Rae. You’re being silly.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “You are, sweetheart. It’s a fun fantasy. But it would never work. Not in the real world.”
 
   “It could work, Dad. If you wanted it to.”
 
   “Honey...”
 
   “Please, Dad?” She was whispering again, holding me close, so close I could hardly breathe. “Please, Dad? Because I’m...”
 
   “You’re what, honey?”
 
   “I’m scared, Dad.”
 
   “Scared of what, honey?”
 
   “Of what—what might happen.”
 
   “What? What might happen?”
 
   “Please, Dad!” She wept openly then, her tears soaking my cheek and neck. “Oh, please!”
 
   10
 
   New Year’s Eve dawned cloudy, the sky steel-colored and windy. I came awake from a very deep place, from a dream of shadowy figures and gray stones, a cemetery in which I wandered among the carved names of those I’d loved. I looked around my dim bedroom. I had a queasy feeling, a sense of impending doom. All nonsense, I knew. Stupid irrationality, superstition. How Barb Seymour would laugh at me. Watch out! Y2K is upon us!
 
   Yet it was. And I couldn’t put the thought out of my mind as I got up, stretched, went to the bathroom. I felt as if I were part of some cosmic countdown to...what? Planes dropping from the sky, elevators in freefall? I splashed cold water on my face, brushed my teeth, and made my way out to the main room.
 
   “Morning, hon,” I said. She was already up, sitting in a chair with her knees against her chin, looking out the window. I moved to her, touched her pajama-clad shoulder. “Doesn’t look like a very nice day,” I said.
 
   “No.” Her voice sounded hoarse, sick.
 
   I looked down at her. “How long have you been sitting here?”
 
   “I dunno. Long time.”
 
   She looked awful. Despite occasionally rallying over the past few days, her progress overall had been only downward. Her cheeks were sunken, her shoulders hard with bone. The veins in her wrists showed through so clearly through the papery skin it was as if they’d been drawn on with a blue ink pen. It was the same with her feet, which were bare. 
 
   “Are you feeling any better today, sweetheart?”
 
   She shrugged listlessly, not looking at me.
 
   “Would you like to go out? Maybe get some breakfast someplace?”
 
   “It’s too cold.”
 
   “Yeah. Well, we can have tea and fruit here, right?”
 
   She didn’t answer. I moved to the kitchen and started making the tea, trying to tamp down the awful feeling of disaster that was rising in me like bile. Just another day, I kept telling myself. Just another day, no different from any day. Stop being stupid. You know the world’s not going to end. You know that little if anything is going to happen because the damned millennium is here. (Not really! I could hear Barb saying with a grin. There was no year zero, so the millennium really...Yeah, thanks, Barb. That doesn’t help.)
 
   I went through the motions of making breakfast: tea, oatmeal, sliced apples. When everything was on the table I said, “C’mon, honey, it’s ready.”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” she said, in a voice so small I hardly heard her.
 
   “What? C’mon over. You always eat a good breakfast.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   I looked at her. All I could see was her hair, her pajamas, her pale hands around her knees. I felt utterly helpless.
 
   “Well...it’s here if you change your mind.” I sat down and ate mechanically. In the time it took me to drink a mug of tea and eat a bowl of oatmeal with apple slices, she never moved. I thought again of taking her to a doctor, thought again of what the doctor would say after the examination. I wanted to go to her, wrap my arms around what little was left of her, saying, What can I do for you, honey? What can I do? But I already knew the answer: Love me. Love me. Love me.
 
   I took a shower, swallowed my medications, dressed. I figured I’d do my exercises later. 
 
   “Rae?” I called from the bedroom. “Are you coming with us? Sherry and I are going to the National Gallery of Art.”
 
   She didn’t answer. But she always refused to come along on any of our excursions. Today would be no different. I could stay with her, I supposed, but to what purpose? To be miserable together? To sit on the sofa with her and go through her mother’s things again, as we had now done several times? Yet what could I do? Doctors were impossible. There weren’t any resources for dysfunctional kids like her. None at all. I was her only resource and I was somehow failing her. I knew that. But I didn’t know what I could do about it. I wasn’t going to run away with her and live on the road, I knew that. How, then? What was going to happen when school started up in a few days? Would she be able to adjust, go to classes? I couldn’t see it. I knew she couldn’t, either. It was impossible. Would she just sit in this apartment forever, then? Sleeping and crying and staring out the window?
 
   Things could not continue like this.
 
   Standing in the bedroom doorway, I looked at her. Her profile was to me. An odd optical illusion occurred then: for just an instant, she appeared translucent. I somehow seemed to be able to see straight through her to the window frame behind. 
 
   I blinked twice; the illusion vanished. She was solidly there again. Solid but small, pitiable. Lost.
 
   No. Things could not continue like this.
 
   I stepped over to her, put my hand over her shoulder again, pulled her gently to me. “Love to have you come along, Rae.”
 
   No response. But her head rested easily against my shirt. 
 
   “You going to stay here, then?”
 
   She rubbed her face softly against me. I tousled her hair. If only I could convince her to let Sherry into her life, I thought, things would be different. Rae needed a mom, needed one desperately, and I’d begun to suspect that Sherry might be available to fill the position. She would do it magnificently, I knew. How wonderful it would be—the three of us, a complete family....
 
   “You should get up, Rae, take a shower, have something to eat. Pop the oatmeal in the microwave. It’ll be okay.” I knelt down beside her then, looked up at her. Crusty yellow deposits laced her eyes. I reached my finger up to her face and tried to gently brush them away. “Honey,” I said, “you need to take care of yourself. Really.” I touched her cheek with my palm. “You’re a beautiful girl, but you have to take care of yourself.” When I was finished with her eyes I rustled around for my Chap Stick and applied some to her flaking lips again. Rae smelled strange, I noticed. Partly it came from her underarms, but there was something else, something harder to define. A sweet smell, but not a pleasant one. Like...
 
   I stood up suddenly, my breath short. I backed away. 
 
   “Well...I’ll go now, honey,” I said. “I’ll be back in a few hours. We’ll—we’ll ring in the new year together. Maybe I’ll bring Sherry back. We can watch Dick Clark on TV. Countdown to midnight. That would be fun, huh?” But I hardly knew what I was saying. My heart was beating fast. 
 
   “Okay,” she whispered, not looking at me.
 
   “So...okay. Right. Bye, sweetheart.” 
 
   I stepped out into the corridor, closing the door and resting with my back against it for a moment. I closed my eyes. The odor I’d smelled seemed to stay with me, in my nostrils, my brain. I tried to shake my head, to clear it, but the odor stayed there, followed me to the elevator, into the lobby, out the front door. It was only when the frigid morning air hit my lungs that it finally dissipated.
 
   It was the smell of rotting meat.
 
   # # #
 
   Yet once I was outside in the winter’s day, feeling my shoes on the pavement, looking at the people and cars all around me, I felt all right again: part of the world, the real world, moving among the living and breathing swarm of normality—reality, the shared reality people live in. I felt my energy gathering as I made my way to the Metro, rode up to Tenleytown. I was worried about Rae the entire ride, but somehow the rumble and clatter of the train, the voices of the other people had the effect of taking me away from her, making her world seem vaguely surreal, dreamlike. As I exited the station and made the walk to the hotel my heart felt strong, powerful. A few drops of rain splashed on my face, invigorating me. By the time I stepped into the hotel lobby I found that I felt good. I felt guilty about feeling good. But I felt good.
 
   Sherry was waiting for me. “Hi, stranger,” she smiled. We kissed each other’s cheeks, as we’d gotten into the habit of doing. “Happy New Year’s Eve.”
 
   “Hey, you too.”
 
   “Is it starting to rain?”
 
   “A little. Yeah. It’s not a very nice day, I’m afraid.” As I said it, I saw that a downpour had suddenly begun. We stared at it for a moment.
 
   “Want a drink first? A snack?” she asked me. “The restaurant’s open.”
 
   “Well...it doesn’t look too nice outside, does it? And I didn’t bring an umbrella. Dummy me.”
 
   We stepped into the restaurant, had coffee. Sherry and I had grown easy with each other: old friends. We talked for a while of the city, things we still planned to do while she was here. 
 
   “How’s Rae?” she asked finally.
 
   “Rae’s...Rae’s good.” I hesitated. “Well, maybe not good. I think she’s...I don’t know. Depressed.”
 
   Sherry nodded. “Does she have a therapist? Some kind of counselor?”
 
   “No...no. She probably should, you’re right.” I rolled the idea around in my mind, thinking that the only thing stranger than a doctor giving Rae an examination would be a psychiatrist asking her why she was so unhappy. 
 
   “Ben,” she asked, looking at me over her coffee cup, “what happened to her mother? You’ve never told me. Just that she died.”
 
   “Yeah. Well.” I didn’t meet her eyes. I couldn’t think of a thing to say, that I could say.
 
   “Never mind,” she said. “I didn’t mean to butt in. I’m sure it must be hard.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Let’s drop it, then. Sorry I mentioned it.” She looked toward the window. “Gosh, it’s not letting up, is it?”
 
   “Doesn’t look like it.”
 
   “I don’t think they’ll mind if we sit here a while.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   We were silent for a time.
 
   “So what are you writing now, Ben? Another Abigail McGillicuddy mystery?”
 
   “Oh, God! Please don’t mention that name.”
 
   She looked at me. “Why not?”
 
   “Sherry, I hate that damned book. I wrote it in a week just to make money. I put in every stupid whodunit cliché I could think of. I barely even looked at it when it was done.”
 
   “But it’s your biggest success, Ben.” She seemed bewildered.
 
   “Success. Yeah, it was that. It was successful.”
 
   “What’s wrong with success?”
 
   “Well, nothing’s wrong with success. If it’s not for crap like that.”
 
   She looked down at her cup. “I didn’t think it was crap. I thought it was a fun little story. I didn’t think you would write something like that. Everything I ever saw of your writing was always all—all dark, all intense. I thought you must have had a lot of fun writing something like that.”
 
   “It wasn’t fun. I hated it.”
 
   She seemed somehow hurt. “Well, I liked it. I’d read another one. I mean, even if you weren’t the author. I liked Abigail and Clyde. I can see it like a—a TV movie, or something.”
 
   I shook my head. “It was just...” But I didn’t want to keep hammering on Leprechauns Can Be Murder. It was as if I were calling her stupid for liking it. I did write it, after all.
 
   “It was just entertaining. That’s what it was.”
 
   “Well, okay.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with being entertaining, Ben. Everything doesn’t have to be heavy and literary.”
 
   “I guess not. I just...it felt, back then, like I was—I don’t know. Compromising my name, or something.”
 
   “You can still write literary things. Lots of writers do it. Light stuff, heavy stuff. Who’s stopping you?”
 
   “Nobody, I guess.”
 
   “Only yourself, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I think you should write more Abigail books. Make money with them. Get as famous as you can. And meanwhile just keep writing the things you care about more.”
 
   I looked at her. I could always count on Sherry O’Shea for sound, practical advice. I found myself wondering a bit exactly why I did hate that book so much. So it wasn’t literature. Did that matter? As I thought about it, certain scenes from the book came back into my mind. There were some funny bits in it, yes. Parts that had made me laugh while writing it. It hadn’t all been cynicism and anguish. It crossed my mind to wonder whether what I’d really hated was facing the success I’d had with it.
 
   We watched the rain for a while. It kept falling.
 
   “Want some more coffee?” she asked.
 
   “No thanks. I...It’s a shame it’s so wet out there. But we can go, anyway. Maybe I could buy an umbrella. Does this hotel have a little shop?”
 
   After a moment she said, “We could go up to my room for a while.”
 
   I looked at her. Tingles ran up and down my spine. 
 
   “Oh,” I said stupidly. “Your room?”
 
   She looked at me.
 
   “Uh—sure,” I stammered. “Yes. Let’s. That would be great.”
 
   We paid the bill. She took my hand and we rode the elevator up to her hotel room. I’d not been there before. 
 
   “C’mon in,” she said, unlocking the door.
 
   It was the standard kind of room anyone would expect in a good hotel like this. It was small. The bed, however, looked supernaturally big to my eyes. When she closed the door again she turned to me and we kissed each other, really kissed each other, for the first time in—what? Sixteen years? She felt achingly familiar and yet indefinably different. Time, years. After a long while we pulled apart and looked at each other. I wanted to jump, shout with joy. I also wanted to cry. Everything was tangled within me, confused, overwhelming. 
 
   Sherry walked to the window curtains and pulled them closed. The room was mostly dark then.
 
   On the bed we touched each other for a long time. I was glad it was dark; I found myself embarrassed about my aging, fat, sagging body. I wondered if she felt the same about hers. Lord knows we were both bigger and flabbier than we had been. Yet her skin and her scent were instantly recognizable to me. I would have known them if I’d been a blind man led here with no clues or hints whatsoever. The shapes were a little different now, rounder, softer, but somewhere in my deepest memory, in my brain stem, my DNA, Sherry O’Shea was stored, still accessible to my remembrance all these countless days and nights later. We said nothing, reacquainting ourselves with each other. I remembered playing on a Slip ’n’ Slide with her, doing homework together in my bedroom, dancing to “We’ve Only Just Begun.” It all came rushing back into me, memories stagnant and unvisited for close to two decades. God, the vagaries of that ramshackle contraption we call the human heart. 
 
   I found myself trembling. My body would not respond.
 
   “It’s okay, Ben,” she whispered. “Let’s just give it time. You’re nervous. You’re shaking. I’m nervous.”
 
   “Stupid,” I whispered shakily. “Stupid for us to be nervous. It isn’t like we haven’t done this before.”
 
   “I know,” she smiled. “Thousands of times. But it’s been a while.”
 
   “It has.”
 
   We held each other in the darkness. I found myself wanting to be nowhere else on earth, nowhere but here. 
 
   “I love you, Sherry,” I said, hot tears springing to my eyes. “I swear to God, I do.”
 
   She kissed me, held me. “Ben, I love you too. I love you so much.”
 
   We were laughing and crying at the same time, kissing each other’s lips, cheeks, eyes, necks. For a while I was aware of nothing else in the world but Sherry. I didn’t want to be aware of anything, anyone else. After a while my body began to respond and we made fumbling love, both of us too excited, too nervous, too frightened. We had to stop a couple of times, and even then it didn’t last long. But it was the best lovemaking I’d ever had.
 
   Later, lying atop the bed on our backs, only our hands touching, our breaths slowing, I said softly, “It’ll get better.”
 
   She giggled breathily. “It was great.”
 
   I laughed. “It was. Not technically. But—great.”
 
   “I love you, Ben.”
 
   “I love you.” 
 
   We lay there for a time, our breathing returning to calmness.
 
   “Are you hungry?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah. I am, actually.”
 
   We found the room service menu, ordered sandwiches. We said little while waiting for the food, our bodies wrapped contentedly together. Finally there was a knock and Sherry slipped on a robe to open the door. We devoured the sandwiches, sitting cross-legged on the bed, naked and giggling, spilling crumbs everywhere. When we were finished we lay down again. 
 
   After a long time Sherry turned over and looked at me, propping her head up with her hand. She played with the hairs on my chest.
 
   “Ben?”
 
   “Mm.”
 
   “I’m sorry about...how it ended.”
 
   “Don’t. Forget it.”
 
   “No, I have to say this, Ben. I did a—terrible thing. That night? I was drunk off my ass. I didn’t know what I was doing. Peter and I—yeah, we’d been getting kind of close. We’d kissed once or twice. But that night...” She shook her head. “I just—it wasn’t working, you know? You and me. I wasn’t happy. You seemed so happy. I wasn’t. I just wanted to go home. To Stone’s End. But I was afraid to tell you. I knew you wouldn’t want to go back. So I...I don’t know. I convinced myself that everything would be okay if Peter and I got together. I liked him. He was good-looking. Smart. Funny. I—I never meant for it to happen like that.” She pushed some strands of hair out of her eyes. “And then—we went off to his hometown—in Texas, remember? But we hadn’t been gone for a week before I realized I’d made a terrible mistake. Peter was shallow, he screwed around with other girls...the whole thing was just a disaster. I thought of trying to go back with you, but I figured you wouldn’t have anything to do with me. For good reason.” She sighed. “Anyway, you and that girl—Rachel—you were involved for a while, huh? I remember her calling Peter a few times.”
 
   “For a while,” I said.
 
   “Funny, to think of you with her.”
 
   I didn’t speak.
 
   “Anyway, the whole thing went kablooey. Peter and I had broken up within a few months of running off together. I went home, to Stone’s End. Stayed with Mom and Dad for a while. Then I went off to San Francisco State.”
 
   “Ever hear from Peter?”
 
   “Peter? God, no. I have no idea what ever happened to him.” She plucked at the bedspread. “Good riddance.”
 
   We were silent for a while.
 
   “I just needed to tell you that I’m sorry, Ben. For what I did. All those years ago. I’ve never stopped being sorry about it. If I hadn’t done it...Who knows what might have happened?”
 
   “We probably would have broken up, sooner or later. You would have gone back to Stone’s End and done everything the same way.”
 
   “You might be right. I don’t know. It just seems like...we lost it, somewhere. The two of us.”
 
   “We were kids, Sherry.”
 
   “God, we were, weren’t we? Were we ever really that young?”
 
   “We were. The world was.”
 
   She dropped her head onto her pillow. 
 
   “I’m sorry about it, Ben.”
 
   I reached my index finger to her lip. “I heard you the first time. It’s ancient history. Forget it. It’s time to move on.”
 
   “How?” she asked. “It’s been so long. We’re different people now.”
 
   “We’re not different people. We’re the same people. Just older.”
 
   “Wiser?”
 
   I laughed. “Older.”
 
   “It’s so weird, being with you. It’s like...we’ve been apart forever and yet...it’s like you’ve been in the next room, all along. All those years.”
 
   I touched her cheek, dotted a few of her freckles with my finger. “I have been. I guess we both have. We just didn’t realize it.”
 
   “What now, Ben?”
 
   “Well...” I thought about it. “When do you fly? How long an extension did you get?”
 
   “Until Tuesday. But I can make it longer. I might...” She seemed to hesitate. “I might even be able to look into a transfer. They have an office here, you know. In D.C.”
 
   I smiled and stroked her cheek.
 
   “Would that be okay?” she asked.
 
   “That would be wonderful.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I travel a lot. I’ll be gone a fair amount.”
 
   “We’ll work it out.”
 
   “Do you—after your divorce is done, I mean—do you want to get married, Ben?”
 
   “Yes. I do.”
 
   She looked at me and suddenly laughed. “This is going so fast!”
 
   “It’s not so fast. We’ve known each other since we were little kids.”
 
   “What about Rae, Ben?”
 
   “I’ll talk to her. Do you think you can stand living with a sometimes surly teenager?”
 
   “I can try. I’ve always wanted to be a mother. A good mother. Maybe I can be a good stepmother.”
 
   “You’ll be a fantastic stepmother.”
 
   She smiled and touched my face, mouthing I love you.
 
   I cocked my head, listening. There was a sound.
 
   “Did you hear that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Near the door. I heard something.” I got up, suddenly fearful. 
 
   “I didn’t hear anything.”
 
   “Wait a minute.” I slipped on my pants and moved to the door, placed my ear near it. The sound was unmistakable. It was the sound of breathing. As if some wild animal were inhaling raggedly and then exhaling straight into the space between the door and the frame. The sound was heavy, labored.
 
   “Wait,” Sherry said. “I hear it now. Somebody’s outside the door.”
 
   “Who’s there?” I called out suddenly, my voice shockingly loud in the intimate bedroom.
 
   There was no response. I reached my hand toward the doorknob. 
 
   “Don’t open it, Ben,” Sherry said from the bed.
 
   “It’s all right.” I turned the knob very, very slowly, then suddenly in one quick motion pulled open the door.
 
   The corridor was empty.
 
   After a moment, I closed the door again. The sound had stopped. I stood there uncertainly.
 
   “Sherry, do you mind if I call Rae?”
 
   “Hm? Of course not.” She smiled. “Always the good dad, huh?”
 
   I didn’t say anything. I picked up the room phone and got an outside line. I called my number.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “Not home?” she asked, after I’d let it ring fifteen times.
 
   I came back to the bed. “Maybe—maybe she’s in the shower or something.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s it. Call her back in a bit.”
 
   I sat at the edge of the bed. “I’m worried about her.”
 
   “I can see you are.”
 
   “I—Sherry, would you mind if we went back to the apartment? I’d like to—check on her.”
 
   “Sure, Ben. If that’s what you want.” She smiled. “We need to get dressed, though.”
 
   “Yes. Let’s. Hurry, though, will you?”
 
   # # #
 
   It was quarter past four as we came up the escalator into Dupont Circle. The rain was steady and cold. I was already wet from the walk before; Sherry’s umbrella was too small for the both of us. It didn’t matter. I was hardly aware of the rain. The skies had turned dark and menacing and I was overcome, I didn’t know why, with feelings of onrushing doom. I took the steps two at a time.
 
   “Ben, slow down! Wait a minute.”
 
   “I—I can’t,” I cried, several steps ahead of her as we hit the street. 
 
   “Do you think something’s wrong?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I ran across the Circle, Sherry behind me. The rain pelted my eyes and made it difficult for me to see anything. I nearly stepped out in front of a car on Connecticut—a horn blast kept me from being hit. 
 
   “Ben, be careful! Ben!”
 
   But I couldn’t stop then. The building came into view, streaked and blurred through the rain. It looked as normal as anything in this waterlogged, nightmarish landscape I was traversing now. Cold rain streamed down the back of my neck and soaked my socks and feet. Heart smashing, I careened into the lobby and past the reception desk. I pushed the button for the elevator again, again, again. By the time it came, Sherry had caught up.
 
   “Ben, slow down,” she said breathlessly. “We’ll be there in a second. What’s wrong? I’m sure she’s...”
 
   The doors opened and I rushed in, pushing the top floor button over and over. I could hardly breathe. My head throbbed. No, I thought. No.  The millennium. The darkness spreading across the land. Chaos, collapse. Disaster. No.
 
   At last the doors opened again and I ran down the corridor to our door. I fumbled the keys, dropped them. Fumbled them again, dropped them again.
 
   “Ben...”
 
   “No...” I heard myself gasping. “No...”
 
   I pushed opened the door. 
 
   As I did I heard a curious ripping sound, had a fleeting sense of absence, a rushing-away, air displaced, and a powerful vacuum seemed to pull me violently forward into the room. I looked toward the windows, saw what might have been a flash of pale fingers, lank brown hair suddenly, wildly airborne in wind. Then I saw nothing.
 
   Sherry, behind me: “Ben? What happened?”
 
   The window at the far end of the room was open. The wind blew freely in, the rain spattering the sill and carpet. The screen wasn’t there. The screen was dangling outside the window.
 
   I ran to the window, looked desperately down, down.
 
   She was there. For an instant she was. Splayed face-down on the pavement below. For an instant I saw her, saw her as clearly as I’ve ever seen anything in my life. In her drab brown coat, not the big one I’d bought her, the thin one I’d first met her in, too light for a Washington winter. She’d chosen it—had she?—to try to stay warm on her lonely trip out of the world. All this I saw in an instant. Then she was gone.
 
   “Ben?”
 
   I turned slowly to Sherry, unable to speak. My mouth opened but no sound emerged. I fell away from the window. 
 
   “Ben? Ben, what...?” She stepped to the window, looked carefully out and down for a long moment, then turned to me again. “Ben? What happened? Why is the window like this? Where is Rae?” She moved into the apartment. “Rae?” she called. “Rae, where are you?” I heard her moving in the bathroom, the bedroom. “Rae? Rae?”
 
   I stood at the window. The screen dangled outside in jagged strips, as if she’d torn her way through it with her bare hands. There was nothing but empty air between me and the concrete below. It would only take an instant’s resolve, a slight push forward and release. I felt the rain slicing my face. If I could just fall, let myself collapse forward and drop...
 
   Then Sherry’s hand was on my shoulder. She pulled me away from the window and slid it closed. The room was suddenly very quiet. The rain sounded far away.
 
   She looked at me, wide-eyed. 
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said slowly. “Ben? Where is Rae? I don’t understand.”
 
   I stepped away from the window, stumbled sluggishly to the middle of the room. I stood there for a long time, purposelessly. I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I noticed then that on the floor was the piece of art she’d made me as a Christmas present. The picture. It was ripped to bits, paper and string and slivers of tinfoil rain blown everywhere across the carpet. In a far corner was the gold necklace I’d given her, tangled and torn. Our tiny Christmas bush was toppled over by the sofa, dirt and little ornaments splayed across the carpet. The contents of the Nike shoe box were strewn everywhere: the notebook, photos, piercings, everything. 
 
   She took my arm, looked closely at me. “Ben?”
 
   “Sit down, Sherry,” I said at last, with deep, shaky breaths, my voice a broken murmur. “Sit down. There are...there are a couple of thousand things I need to tell you.”
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   The sky darkened as I spoke: darkened, and then blackened. There was no light whatsoever outside. We switched on lamps. The rain, strong before, became a windswept downpour, so much rain falling from the heavens at one time that the windows began to leak, trickles and rivulets seeping down the window frames, onto the sill, down the wall. We placed towels there to soak up the excess and then sat watching this extraordinary deluge dropping from the sky. There was nothing else we could do.
 
   I talked. I talked for a long time. Hours. At times Sherry could hardly hear me, had to lean close; my voice was husky and weak, the sound of the rain and wind like a terrible, agonized howling filling the room. I told her everything, back to the beginning: Rachel, our relationship, the El Mirador clock tower and what happened there. But I told her more, much more. No sane person would have believed what I said about impossible daughters, soul catchers, worlds between worlds. Even as I said the words they sounded like madness. Yet I kept talking.
 
   Then the lights went out and left us in complete darkness.
 
   “It’s all right,” I said, looking up. “They have generators. It’ll be back up in a second.”
 
   But as we sat there in the blanket of night, no lights came on. The rain kept raining. The wind kept howling, sighing, crying.
 
   “I’ll call,” I said, getting up wearily, banging my shin against my crate-table. “I’ll ask what’s going on.” I moved toward the phone, felt my way to the receiver, lifted it, listened. “Hm. There’s no dial tone.”
 
   She stood—I could see her figure only very dimly, black on darker black—and moved to me. She took my arm.
 
   “Ben? What’s going on?”
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   The windows rattled violently. I thought for a moment they would burst entirely. Then I felt water dripping on my cheek. Looking up, I could see nothing in the dark; I reached my hand to the ceiling, felt a wet spot there.
 
   “My God,” I said, “the ceiling’s leaking. That’s never happened before.”
 
   “Do you have a flashlight? Or candles?”
 
   I had a couple of old, half-used candles that had been sitting in a kitchen drawer for years. I felt my way to them, brought them out.
 
   “Do you have a match?” I asked her. “A lighter? Anything? The stove is electric.”
 
   “No. No, I don’t. You must have matches.”
 
   “I—I don’t know. Hold these.” I gave her the candles, fumbled blindly toward the closet, found my coat and rifled the pockets. Nothing. I was anxious now, afraid. The darkness was total, like the darkness of the grave. I suddenly had to have light. I felt my way to the bedroom, ran my hands through my desk drawer, over my nightstand. This was absurd. I’d smoked for over twenty years and I couldn’t find a single source of flame? I dug through the nightstand’s drawer frantically, pulling things out and tossing them away. 
 
   “Ben?” Sherry cried from the other room. “Are you there? It’s so dark.”
 
   “Yes! Just wait!” At last my hand grasped a familiar shape—an old lighter I’d used years before. “I’m coming!” I banged into the door frame on my way into the main room. “Where are you?”
 
   “Here. By the door.”
 
   We found each other. I had no idea if the lighter still worked. I flicked it once—a spark, nothing more. Again. On the third time it caught. I lit the candles. 
 
   “Thank goodness,” she said.
 
   “Yes.” The light calmed both of us slightly. I was able to look around the shadowy apartment. Dark wet spots had appeared in several places on the carpet; looking up, I realized there were a half-dozen places where gray water circles had appeared in the ceiling. 
 
   “Let’s get pans to catch all this,” I said, moving into take-command mode. “I have a mop bucket under the kitchen sink. And an old paint bucket, too. Can you get those, Sherry? I’ll round up all the towels I can find.”
 
   We spent the next several minutes charging around the apartment, catching the rain that was falling on us, into us. When we were finished I went to the phone again. Nothing.
 
   “I’ll use my cell,” Sherry said, fishing it from her bag. She fumbled with it for a moment and held it to her ear. “Hello?” She pushed buttons. “Hello? Hello?” Looking at me, she said, “It doesn’t work. I’m not getting anything. This is really weird.”
 
   “This is crazy,” I said. “We have to find out what’s going on. The elevator will be out, I guess, but it’s only eight floors.” I looked at her face, flickering in the candlelight. “Want to?”
 
   “Anything would be better than staying here, Ben. I feel like we’re going to drown.”
 
   “Yeah. We’ll go downstairs, see what’s what.” 
 
   I reached to the doorknob. It wouldn’t turn.
 
   I checked the lock, tried to turn it again. Nothing.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “The door’s stuck.”
 
   “Stuck? How can it be stuck?”
 
   “Sherry, hold this, will you?” I gave her my candle, wrapped both hands around the knob, twisted it with all my strength. 
 
   It would not move.
 
   I stood back, quite frightened now. Sherry gave me back my candle and then tried the knob herself.
 
   “Is it locked?” she said. “Does the lock stick?”
 
   “It’s not locked,” I said. “Look for yourself. And it’s never stuck.”
 
   She pulled at it some more. Then she looked back at me.
 
   “What’s happening, Ben? I don’t—this is like a dream. A nightmare. I don’t understand.”
 
   I looked toward the window, listened to the incessant wind. “Do you think that I do?”
 
   She banged on the door. “Is anyone there?” she called. “Can someone let us out? Anyone? We’re stuck in here, can someone call the—the manager, or...can someone let us out?”
 
     Candle in hand, ducking between the leaking spots in the living room, I walked over to the window again. It seemed that at any moment it would implode, come crashing in on us, submerge us forever. What remained of the window screen flapped and waved in the wind, slapped against the glass.
 
   “Ben? Ben, I—I want out of here. I want to get out of here.” She picked up the phone, pushed buttons on it. “Hello? Hello? Can anybody hear me?”
 
   I moved to her again. She put down the phone and wrapped her arm around me, holding the candle steady in her other hand. 
 
   “I want to get out of here,” she said again.
 
   The wind screamed. Thunder roiled the sky. The windows rattled and shook.
 
   “Let’s sit down,” I said finally. I led her to the kitchen table. She sat. I stepped into the kitchen, found a couple of saucers and hand towels, came back to the table.
 
   “Here,” I said. “We can jerry-rig some candle holders. Wrap the towel around the candle, prop it up on the saucer.”
 
   We did. Two candles glowed on the table. Everything else was dark, everywhere in the world. At least the world we could see. Or not see.
 
   We sat there a long time. I had no idea what to do. I realized I was trembling.
 
   We tried talking now and then, but the volume of the storm was tremendous and it pushed us back into silence. From time to time we held hands. I don’t know how long we sat there, staring into that darkness beyond darkness. It was a long time. Lightning began to flash blue in the window frame and in one flash as I watched—yes, she was there, far larger than life, gazing in, her hair wet and windblown, her eyes enormous, glistening, hungry. Not hungry for food, I knew. No, not food.
 
   I heard Sherry gasp.
 
   But as quickly as she appeared, suspended before the window, she vanished again.
 
   “Ben—Ben, did you see—it was—”
 
   “I saw,” I whispered. I stood.
 
   “Ben, don’t leave me. Please. I’m scared, Ben.”
 
   “Don’t be. The building won’t collapse.”
 
   “It feels like it will.”
 
   “It’s all right.” I tousled her hair and stepped away.
 
   “Don’t leave me. Please.”
 
   “I’m right here.”
 
   “I can hardly see you.”
 
   I sat down again. Her fingers wrapped around mine. She kept talking. I kept talking. After a while I noticed that there was a little pad of paper on the table which I used to make up grocery lists. Next to it was a tiny stub of a pencil. At some point, hardly conscious of doing it, I picked them up, started writing. It didn’t matter what I wrote. I just wrote. What Sherry said, what I said. I simply kept the pencil moving. There was something comforting in it. There always had been, since I was a child making up my very first stories. I found tears trickling down my face. If I’d gone with her, I thought, if I’d lived the life she’d wanted, just the two of us, on the road together forever. People did. We could have. We could have lived on the streets or in the country, just the two of us, if I’d been able to give her enough...to love her enough...
 
   After a while Sherry stood, found her cell phone, talked into it again without response. I stood and moved toward the window, the black, shrieking, flashing window. Sherry started knocking on the front door then—“Anybody? Anybody? Please let us out!”—as I reached the glass, put my palms to it, felt the wet cold. 
 
   At that moment the lightning flashed blue and she appeared again, her face seemingly inches from mine, anguished, rain-smeared, weeping. Her hands—her spirit-hands, ghost-hands, whatever they were—reached out to my own and for a moment we pressed the glass together from either side. I looked into Rae’s eyes, her huge, dark, hungry eyes, eyes that would now always be hungry, that could never not be hungry, could never not need. In the blue-flash instant her eyes met mine. I was weeping, spasms of pain welling up from my heart, my gut, my brain.
 
   “Ben? Ben, come back to the table. Please come back.”
 
   I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.
 
   But then she was gone. I was by myself at the window, alone with the rain and wind.
 
   “Ben?”
 
   I turned to Sherry, managed a few steps toward her and then fell. I heard her rush to me, felt her cradle me in her warm arms. 
 
   “I love you, Ben. I always have.”
 
   Finding some last reserve of strength, I wrapped my arms and pulled her to me, clung to her, wept, wept ceaselessly, wept unendingly down the long night.
 
   # # #
 
   Sometime later the sun rose in a clear dawn. Only a few grayish clouds remained, far off, passing away. The sky was the deep clear blue of winter. 
 
   Sherry and I woke in each other’s arms. We’d slept awkwardly, on the floor, and I felt stiffnesses all over my body: my neck, my shoulders, my lower back. I’d dreamed again. Eyes, darkness. Shadow figures. Gray stones. Wandering among the carved names of those I’d loved...
 
   “Good morning,” I said, trying to smile a little as she rubbed her eyes.
 
   “G’morning,” she murmured. Then, remembering, her eyes opened wide and she looked around. We both did. The pans and buckets and blankets were everywhere, filled with several inches of water. The ceiling was stained with brown and gray rings, dried now—at least to the point that they were no longer moist, as I discovered on standing and touching a few with my fingers. The candles were still on the table, having burned themselves out in the night.
 
   I walked to the window. The ripped screen still dangled there in uneven strips.
 
   “I thought,” Sherry said quietly, “that it might have all been some kind of nightmare.”
 
   We stood there for a long moment, our hands touching. 
 
   Finally I went to the nearest light switch and flipped it up. Light came blazing forth. 
 
   “Power,” I said, unnecessarily. I picked up the telephone. “Dial tone, too.”
 
   “What about the door?”
 
   I stepped to it, wrapped my hand around the knob. It turned easily. The door opened as always. I looked into the corridor—we both did—and then I closed it again. 
 
   We didn’t say anything. Finally Sherry started picking up the pans and emptying them into the sink. I followed suit, gathering the sodden towels and tossing them into the laundry basket, righting the Christmas bush, collecting the necklace and items from the shoe box and the tattered remnants of holiday card. When we were finished we sat at the table again. Our fingers touched, held.
 
   “I need a shower,” I said at last.
 
   “Yeah. Want me to make some tea?”
 
   “I can do it. You’re my guest.”
 
   She looked slightly hurt. “Am I?”
 
   We looked at each other.
 
   “No,” I said. “Sorry. Of course you’re not a guest.”
 
   I stood and stepped into the bathroom while Sherry busied herself with kitchen things. I took my heart medications and then turned the water on hot, enjoying the sensation of soap and hot water on my slick skin. When I was nearly done Sherry stepped in with me, her clothes on the bathroom floor behind her.
 
   “Mind some company?”
 
   We held each other’s tired bodies for a few minutes. There was nothing erotic about it. We were two people trying to be a life raft for the other. At last I heard the tea kettle whistling.
 
   “I’ll get it,” I said, stepping out and wrapping a towel around myself. I headed into the kitchen and prepared tea, pushed bread into the toaster for toast. She finished in the shower and turned it off. We both dressed and then sat at the kitchen table with breakfast. 
 
   “I want to go out, Ben. See how things are outside.”
 
   “Yeah. Definitely.” 
 
   As I was finishing my tea the phone rang.
 
   “At least it works,” Sherry said, as I stood up to get it.
 
   “Yeah. Hello?” I said into the receiver.
 
   “Hiya, buster! Am I calling too early?”
 
   “My God. Barb. Hi. Didn’t expect to hear from you.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? It’s January first, Ben! Y2K is upon us! My neighborhood is pretty much overwhelmed with roaming bands of savages. How’s yours?”
 
   “Ha ha.”
 
   “Seriously. Nice holiday?”
 
   “Yeah. Very nice. How about yours?”
 
   “Oh, family. You know. Nieces and nephews. It was fun. So what did you do for New Year’s Eve? Get on your knees in a church somewhere and pray?”
 
   “No, we...we didn’t do much, actually.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “My fiancée and I.”
 
   “Fiancée! When did this happen?”
 
   “Over break. In the past few days.”
 
   “Well, congratulations, big man. Do I know her?”
 
   “No. You’ll meet her, though. I’ll bring her around to school sometime. Her name’s Sherry.”
 
   “Well, you tell Sherry she’s a fool and a common vulgarian to get involved with the likes of you.”
 
   I laughed. “She knows, Barb. Believe me, she knows.”
 
   “Smart lady. So you’ll be in Monday?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Great. We’ll see what kind of hell we can raise with paper and chalk this week. Put old Geiger-counter’s mind in a tizzy.”
 
   “We sure will. It was really nice of you to call, Barb.”
 
   “You don’t think I’m going to let up on the Y2K cracks, though, do you?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “Good. Because I won’t. Happy New Year, Ben! Bye!”
 
   “Bye, Barb. Happy New Year.” I hung up.
 
   Sherry eyed me speculatively. 
 
   “Work friend,” I said. “Science teacher at school. I’ll have to introduce you two.”
 
   She smiled. “I’d like that.”
 
   “Ready to go?”
 
   “Yep. Let me just get my coat.”
 
   We both pulled on coats, hats, and mittens, and made our way out to the elevator, which was working perfectly, chuffing away in its usual fashion. Planes crashing, elevators in freefall...We’d made it, somehow. 
 
   As we passed through the lobby I said to the woman at the desk, “Quite a storm last night.”
 
   She looked up blankly. “Huh?”
 
   “The storm.”
 
   “Hm? There wasn’t any storm last night, Mr. Fall. It rained some in the afternoon, that’s all.”
 
   Sherry and I looked at each other.
 
   “We didn’t lose power?” I asked.
 
   “No, not at all. Is there a problem with the electricity in your apartment?”
 
   “No...no. Never mind. Well, Happy New Year,” I said, as we pushed through the front door.
 
   The streets were dry. There was no evidence of flooding amounts of water, just a few small puddles no doubt left over from the rain earlier. There was no sign of any wind damage to anything. It was a calm, clear, perfectly normal January morning in Washington.
 
   “I want to see something,” I said, taking Sherry’s mittened hand. Locating my window eight floors up—it was easy, with the torn screen flapping its jagged fingers in the wind—I moved until we were standing directly under it. 
 
   The breeze blew just then, touching my face coldly, and some kind of—emptiness passed through me. In a moment it was gone.
 
   Neither of us said anything for a time. There was nothing to say, and too much.
 
   We looked at each other. 
 
   “I’ll have to tell them,” I said at last, “about the damage. The screen. The water.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “May cost us something. We’ll just have to see.”
 
   “I’m sure it’ll be okay.”
 
   We stepped some yards from the spot under the window, looking out at the New Year’s Day traffic in the Circle. There wasn’t a lot, this early in the morning. I remembered Rae, when I still called her the Rain Girl, weaving among the cars as she left, the first time she’d walked with me all the way to this building. 
 
   “I—I should call Alice this morning,” I said finally, just to say something. “Tell her about you. Us.”
 
   “She’ll be surprised.”
 
   I laughed a little. “Yeah, she will be. Maybe we could Metro out to her place. It’s in Arlington. I’m sure she’d love to see you.”
 
   “I’d love to see her. It’s been so long.”
 
   Silence descended. We stood there, mittens wrapped together.
 
   “I did love her,” I said finally, my voice shaking. “Rae. I did.”
 
   Ben, do I feel like a ghost to you?
 
   “I know you did.” 
 
   “Only...only not enough.”
 
   Do I, Ben?
 
   “Ben, could anybody have loved her enough?”
 
   I shook my head. I didn’t know. Goodnight, Rae, I thought. Goodnight...
 
   “I love you,” I said, turning to Sherry. “Is that enough?”
 
   “It’s enough, Ben.”
 
   “Don’t you mean ‘George,’ Mary?”
 
   She smiled. “Sorry. George.”
 
   I stood with her for a long time in the January morning, the past and present mixing and swirling within me. I thought of Rachel, her piercings and poems, her doomed infant sister whose name she’d been made to borrow. I thought of Alice, of my mad father, my lost and vanished mother. I thought too of Mitchell and Jane, Robert and Robin, Mina; even of that old biddy Abigail McGillicuddy. Some of them, real or imagined, seemed far away. Others seemed as close as a voice in the next room. But over and above them all was Rae, my impossible daughter, who in some odd sense had been both real and imagined. Rae, the girl I’d loved with the whole of my bruised and battered heart, yet still had not been able to love enough...Rae...
 
   In my mind I tried to sing to her those words, that melody I’d known for so many years: Rock-a-bye baby, on the tree top... 
 
   But I couldn’t keep it up. That lullaby was finished now, finished forever.
 
   “Do you think she’ll ever come back?” Sherry asked.
 
   “No,” I said, my voice little more than a whisper. “She’ll never come back.”
 
   I felt Sherry’s mittened hand warm and strong in mine. The sun rose in the blue sky. It would not rain today.
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