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Tell Them, Casper 

 

“Tell them, Casper. Tell them what happened to you.” We are on Anne and Andrew’s 

back deck, the six of us, crowding around their old picnic table under strung lights shaped like 

stars. It’s a mild August night, the kind you long for in December but take for granted after three 

months of summer. The garden below is a postage stamp of grass full of mosquitos. Even up 

here, we have to reapply DEET to our bare legs midway through the meal, and the air smells 

medicinally sweet. Rachel, who has said this to Casper, pours more wine for herself and Mark, 

who sits next to her, at the head of the table. Anne and Andrew are seated closest to the door to 

the kitchen, close to the grill, neither stays still for long, getting up to check on something, feed 

the kids, shut off the gas. Rachel’s invitation to Casper to tell a story, this mild prod, is drunk 

Rachel starting to dominate things. 

“Well, the weird thing is, I can’t remember. I don’t remember the accident at all,” Casper 

begins. Casper has managed to keep a head of sandy brown hair, which for a man in his 50s is a 

genuine accomplishment. He is sitting next to me, we have been given the inside chairs, the 

trapped seats where everyone has to get up if you need to go to the bathroom. Rachel did the 

seating. 

“What accident?” Anne wants to know. She had gone inside to bring out what’s left of 

the salad and steak and stands there holding the platter in one hand, the big wooden bowl in the 

other. I wonder if she has ever waitressed. She is good with a platter. Rachel reaches for the 

salad bowl and sets it down, as though it were in the way somehow. “Wait,” she says to Anne. 

“You have to hear this.”  
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“I was going to Moscot’s to get new glasses,” Casper begins. “I remember biking down 

Delancey and the next thing I remember I was sitting on the curb and there were EMT people. I 

remember thinking I was inside a joke. I was waiting for the guy to say, ‘Are you comfortable?’ 

so I could say, ‘I make a living.’ So that part of my brain still worked.” Casper teaches Jewish 

studies at Fordham and can be counted on for jokes with actual punch lines and for bringing the 

holocaust unexpectedly into conversations.  

“You texted me,” Rachel says. “Actually, you texted the family text. It was so strange. 

Here I have it,” and she gets out her phone. “Sarah Palin Reform Club, that’s our family chat 

name. Don’t ask. Anyway, you wrote, ‘Something happened, I don’t know where I am.’ He sent 

that to Plum. Plum, who is 10, got a message from her father saying I don’t know where I am.” 

Rachel is loud, loving having something big to tell, to chastise, to be right.  

She brought the salad, a delicious tomato and fennel combination with peanuts, mint and 

dill. I keep getting more. There must be sugar in the dressing; I want to drink it. I’m wondering if 

she found it in a recipe book or if she made it up. I won’t ask. She would say, ‘It’s so simple, 

why would I need a recipe?’ as though anyone who couldn’t come up with that is an idiot. 

“Thank God I saw it. Imagine if I hadn’t? I called you right away. What would have 

happened if you hadn’t answered?” What would have happened? Casper has a band-aid on the 

side of his hand, wrapped around the pinkie knuckle, but I don’t see any other signs of damage. 

“I was at the Delaware shore with my parents and the kids. Two states away. When I got him on 

the phone, Casper asked me where I was. Remember?” she says this part to Casper, like he is a 

child, but I suspect it is for the rest of us. “You said, ‘What are you doing there?’ That’s when I 

knew something was wrong. Imagine not remembering a thing like that.” 
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It doesn’t seem strange to me that he forgot. It seems like something Mark would forget. I 

could be gone a week and he would notice, but not notice. Maybe not a week, but a few days? 

Certainly. He keeps odd hours. He could easily think we were just out when he got home. It’s a 

fairly big house.  

I wonder about the Sarah Palin Reform Club, the layers of inside jokes among Rachel and 

Casper and their three girls. Does Plum get the joke? Does she flaunt her sophistication over the 

other sixth graders? How old was she when Sarah Palin was in the news? Her daughters scare me 

a little. 

Their oldest came to our house for a playdate when our daughters were in third grade. 

That was years ago when I first met them and didn’t know that Mark knew Casper, or had any 

connection to him. I called Rachel and asked if her daughter wanted to come over one day after 

school. It was so open-ended, how could she say no, but she found a way. “I so don’t have time 

to be Audrey’s social secretary. She’s old enough to keep her own calendar.” The girls were 

eight. “They can schedule it,” she said, which meant, it won’t be happening. But Sophie wanted 

to play with her. She liked Audrey, as clearly did everyone else in the class, so one day at pickup 

I asked Audrey if she wanted to come over one afternoon and play with Sophia ,and she really 

did get out a calendar and offer a few dates. 

Rachel was using this young mommy time to get a master’s in psychology and become a 

therapist. It wasn’t enough that she had a law degree, and had, she made it known, gone back to 

work after Audrey was born but relented after her second child. “I wasn’t going to just sit 

around,” she said to a group of moms in the play yard who were just sitting around. That was 

before Audrey and Sophia were in class together, when she was just that mom on the edge of the 

sandbox reading Jacques Lacan while the rest of us exchanged thoughts on Goodnight, Moon. I 
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was using my young mommy time poorly. I lost interest in looking for freelance graphic design 

work that I could do from home and instead filled my days with my daughter and then my son. 

The freelance work, that once looked like it was headed in one direction, toward a real job, in-

house at an ad agency, eventually was just in service of redesigning the logos for the spring 

carnival at the preschool and other unpaid assignments that didn’t seem worthy of some 

imagined portfolio. 

Sophie and I tried to make the Audrey playdate as fun as possible. Top-shelf craft 

projects, creative snacks, but it all seemed to leave Audrey bored. She had brought a book with 

her and when I left the girls alone, I came back to find Audrey sitting in an armchair reading. 

Sophie was still playing with the top shelf craft project, something with neon bands and a special 

grid. It was perhaps overly complicated. Colorful and useless. I might as well have just given 

them string.  

“I should probably go home soon,” Audrey said when I came in the room. “My dad 

comes home early on Thursdays.” I wondered why, if he came home early, she had suggested 

Thursday. Had she given herself an out? It seemed a rather sophisticated scheme for an eight-

year-old, but she was precocious.  

“Are you okay walking yourself home?” I asked her. She didn’t live far, but would have 

to cross a few streets, which my daughter as yet didn’t do alone. But she also didn’t have a day 

planner. 

“It would be great if you could walk me,” she said. Audrey perked up on the way home, 

like a trail horse when you finally turn back to the barn. She had seen all of Mel Brooks’s 

movies, even though she understood Blazing Saddles as a little problematic. She thought the 

2000-Year-Old Man the funniest thing ever, and we should definitely listen to it. She loved I 
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Love Lucy reruns, and books about an Alsatian boy that her father read to her in French and then 

translated. These were her answers to my asking if she had a favorite Disney character and 

saying Sophie and I watched Toy Story 2 so many times the tape had broken. As we made our 

way down the block, Audrey between us, her pretty sweet face turned toward me, her back to my 

daughter, Sophie stayed silent. I tried to bring her in, show her how to deal with girls like 

Audrey. “Right, Soph?” I said a few times, but she was barely there. By the time we reached 

Audrey’s apartment building Sophie had become so mute that when Audrey turned it up to 11 

and thanked us both for the loveliest afternoon, Sophie just had a frozen stare, her mouth slightly 

open but no words came out. On the way home, I squeezed her hand and wished she didn’t have 

to see Audrey the next day in school.  

“Thank god you picked up the phone,” Rachel says again, holding forth. Casper looks 

done with the story, his thumb rubbing the back of a spoon, but Rachel is just getting going. “I 

could see where he was on the Find-a-Friend app. I told him to sit on the curb, and I called 911 

from the landline. You can call 911 from another state and they connect you.” 

I had no idea. I wonder if there is a lot of use for that. 

“I called my brother -- Eliot’s a doctor,” in case we forgot. “I FaceTimed him on the 

computer because Casper was still on the phone. Eliot said to keep him talking and so I did. 

Remember, Casper?” 

“I really don’t, Rachel. I don’t.” I pressed my knee into his, and he looked surprised and 

then relaxed a bit. He reminded me of Sophie. The way she could climb inside herself. 

“Well, I asked you what happened, and remember, I could see where he was on the Find-

a-Friend, right there on Delancey at Essex, but I couldn’t see him. I asked, Are you bleeding? 

Are you hurt anywhere? I had no idea what had happened at that point. He could be having a 
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heart attack. And then there was someone with you. He brought over your bike and I heard him 

say, ‘You okay, buddy?’ and ‘Here’s your bike’ and then it was the saddest thing, you asked 

him, ‘Do you know what happened to me?’” 

Was it the saddest thing? Not really. Scary, obviously, not knowing what had happened, 

to have the mind go blank. But there were sadder things out there. 

It turned out Eliot was also the take-charge guy, no big surprise, a doctor, and he told 

Rachel, ‘I want a full work up. Tell the EMTs he needs a CT, MRI, EKG.’ Who knows what 

Eliot said, but he knew how these things worked. If it was me, and by some strange miracle 

Mark had ridden a bike into Manhattan, the idea seems laughable, but okay, and got hit by a car 

or hit a pothole or whatever happened, and texted our family chat, which doesn’t exist, so he 

would have to write in our names, and said, ‘Something happened I don’t know where I am,’ I 

don’t know that I would have had any idea what to do. I guess I would have called and said, are 

you okay? And if he said, “I think so, I’m on the ground on Delancey Street, I don’t know how I 

got here,” I would have said, I fear, this: “Are you sure you’re okay?” because I would have no 

idea what to do. The whole second-guessing, taking charge, that gear shift that Rachel went into, 

leapt into like she was the 911 operator, waiting for the call, waiting to reroute and follow 

through and muster resources, stay on the line, keep him talking. I would have done none of it. 

And certainly, I have no doctor-brother to call. My doctor had to be reached through a message 

system that I have to log into each time and always forget the ID name and password and have to 

do multiple resets just to get to the page where you send a message. There is no doctor to call. I 

looked at Mark sitting at the head of the table between Casper and Rachel. I wondered how this 

was landing for him. If he was thinking the same thing, that I would have failed him. Did he 

want a Rachel? We’d been married a long time for me to still not know the answer. He didn’t 
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seem to be listening, as though he were somewhere else, thinking about other things. I looked 

down at his plate; he had eaten the meat but left the salad. 

If it were me who had ridden a bike into Manhattan and texted from the site of a crash? 

He wouldn’t have even read it. And if I called and he was working? He wouldn’t have picked up 

the phone. I would have had to fend for myself. 

Rachel made Casper give the EMT the phone and demanded they give her their names 

and cell numbers. She was, she explained, two states away but for that she would be in the 

ambulance. 

It was easy to want to be Rachel. She was still the domineering high school girl of the 

popular set. Sometimes the best boys wanted the quieter ones, the gigglier ones, but Rachel was 

the boss, and thexy went through her to get the girls they wanted. Boys had to be okayed. ‘Is it 

okay if I go out with Simon?’ one of them might ask, and Rachel would get to decide. 

Anne was one of the girls who probably asked, not that any of us knew each other then. I 

had come to these women through Mark. Anne was the better friend. We talked openly about our 

kids and indirectly about Rachel. Anne’s husband, Andrew, who had grilled and sliced the skirt 

steak, a few choice bits of which still sat in front of me on the platter Anne had brought to the 

table saying she didn’t want any leftovers, had gone to law school with Mark. Casper, who had 

been a friend of Andrew’s from high school, had, over time, transferred his allegiance from 

Andrew to Mark. Or maybe he was loyal to both, not that there was anything to be loyal about, 

but who you first invite to a basketball game, who knows when you get fired and need advice, 

these were honors reserved for Mark, though he wore them lightly. 

Mark was good at keeping secrets. He was a judge, and even his clerks didn’t know how 

he would decide a case until he was writing his opinion, and even then, he might reverse himself 
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before issuing, so they were left guessing, assisting as best they could. Sometimes I would see 

elaborate email exchanges on Mark’s phone where the three of them, Mark, Casper, and Andrew 

shared their best humor with each other, chains of communication full of witty political 

observations, sports references that drew on events from 30 years before, grammatical errors in 

publications that I reread, knowing there must be some reason they were sending it, a missing 

comma, a dangling participle, a glaring error that changed the meaning entirely? You would 

think all these years with Mark I would pick up on the stuff, but it didn’t take. All Mark’s 

precision was lost on me.  

I often read those emails to see if he ever said anything about me, which he never does. 

That is the saddest part of spying. I am reading his elaborate email chains to feel a part of this 

conversation I am not in. If he caught me reading his email he would say, ‘I’m just 

disappointed.’ But the chance of his noticing is slight. And really, what am I reading? It’s the 

least private thing, but it’s a lively, funny world, a bit like listening to a podcast and feeling a 

connection that only goes one way. 

Mark hadn’t wanted to come to the dinner party in the first place. He had been working 

all day and wouldn’t want to stop for something pointless and social. “Why did you say yes? 

You should have checked with me.’ I had, but he hadn’t heard or had forgotten. There wasn’t a 

point in litigating that. I wouldn’t win. I told him they would be disappointed if I went alone and 

he said, “I don’t have time to placate your ego,” and closed the door to his study. 

When Rachel realized that Sophie’s father was Mark, things changed. Though Audrey’s 

interest in the friendship didn’t increase over the years, Rachel’s did. She had been a lawyer and 

when Mark was made a judge, it meant something to her. That Casper knew him through a 

mutual friend was serendipity. She maneuvered this three-family bond, finding houses at the 
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beach in summer, and ski places in the winter and dinners like the one we were having. Mark 

would come on the excursions but often didn’t participate in much, secluding himself in our 

bedroom, reading or writing.  

“I’m going to get him out of his rabbit hole,” Rachel volunteered the first time we’d all 

gone away together. The kids were young, Sophie and Audrey the oldest, and Audrey took 

charge of all the little ones, making up games. They followed her around asking for more. Sophie 

tried to follow suit, but Audrey had that way of being cold while being friendly, keeping the little 

kids’ attention for herself. Sophie moved toward me or to being by herself. She liked to draw and 

sometimes even Audrey conceded her drawings were good.  

When I called Anne to tell her we weren’t able to come tonight, it was Rachel who called 

Mark an hour later and reversed his decision.  

Rachel was now going on about the helmet – it had cracked – keeping that for the 

insurance, sending it to the manufacturer, getting one of those plexiglass boxes to save it on a 

shelf. She had a lot of plans for it. 

, 

When I was in high school the power girl was named Hilary. Though we all wore the 

same grungy clothes from the thrift shop in town, years before the word vintage had currency, 

hers fit a little better. She had lavender Bic lighters, and cartons of cigarettes bought at duty free 

after Europe vacations. I had no international travel. I was on scholarship, a fact I did my best to 

conceal. Hilary was from Chicago, a place I had never been, hadn’t really thought of, but she 

spoke of it with a regard we all came to share, as though we were studying to work for its tourist 

bureau. And of all the neighborhoods and all the streets, she managed to convey that her block 

was the most exclusive. How she did all that without saying so outright was a skill I didn’t 
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understand, I only knew its effect. She was destined for a better college and a better life than the 

rest of us. 

Her room, a single, not different than any other on the hall, was the epicenter of our floor. 

A group of us seemed to live there. We mixed screwdrivers with orange juice taken from the 

dining hall and a half gallon bottle she kept under her bed. She had an older sister at college, and 

that gave her an edge, the acquisition of alcohol being only the most obvious aspect. Once we 

got drinking, the superlatives came out, on that best block with the savviest sister and the most 

elegant mother, she had experienced the most tragedies. Her parents’ divorce, much worse than 

any of ours, for the brilliance of her father and the elegance of her mother, who should never 

have been together, oil and water she would say, punctuating that assessment with an exhale of 

her cigarette.  

I liked a boy named Casey in my Spanish class. In truth, he liked me, and I liked the 

attention. It was fun to have someone whoosh in to sit next to me and ask if I wanted to go to 

lunch after class. No boy had ever been direct with me. In junior high I made out with boys at 

parties where barely a word got exchanged, but Casey was open about his interest, and that in 

itself was unfamiliar. 

I didn’t mention him to Hilary or the other girls on the floor, but eventually our sitting 

together in the dining hall was noticed. And in the same way Hilary made it clear that she lived 

on the best block in the best city, she made it clear that Casey wasn’t someone I should like, that 

I should be embarrassed by him, that his directness, if not his clothes or the way he wore his hair, 

was uncool. I could cultivate him as an admirer, but I couldn’t actually go out with him. 

Whatever status I had would be lowered if I did. She said none of that, but I knew all of it by 

whatever indirect words she used. And so, I broke it off before it really started.  
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Casey had not been happy, and because I had no experience in the break-up department, 

something I am sure Hilary would be done masterfully, I was cruel. After, when he came into 

class, he sat as far from me as he could and brooded, so much so that the elderly Spanish teacher 

actually noticed and said something, but as he said it in Spanish, it was mostly lost on us. 

In the spring, our little screwdriver party of girls began to spend time with a group of pot-

smoking, Colt 45 drinking boys, that included one Hilary thought quite possibly brilliant. 

Mostly, the brilliant boy drank himself to the point of blacking out, but in the early stages of 

drinking, he often said interesting things. He was from New York, and she conceded to him it 

might be an interesting place to visit. She was bold with these boys, before which the rest of us 

were mute. I’m not sure how she orchestrated it, but after she secured the main boy, she paired 

us up with the friends. Mine was named Christopher, and I went out with him for most of the rest 

of that school year, if going out is what you would call it. It meant we spent sexual time together, 

in his dorm in the evenings, when that was allowed, and after hours when it wasn’t, and then I 

told Hilary about it, not the details but the milestones, how far we got. Christopher and I barely 

talked, and he never told me anything he liked about me. Second semester, Casey switched to a 

different Spanish class, and I didn’t see much of him. It was a large boarding school, and he had 

a different group of friends, sat in a different part of the cafeteria. After a while, I noticed he had 

a girlfriend, a day student who wore crisp oxford shirts and pressed jean skirts, while I hid my 

body under an old army jacket long after the weather had changed. The girlfriend and Casey held 

hands as they walked along the paths of the quad. Christopher and I met in the dark and pushed 

the limits of my virginity. After Christopher, there were other Christophers, boys who traveled in 

their boy packs and broke off to be with girls late in the night. There were never any Caseys. 
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I am waiting for Mark to say the thing that will bring Rachel’s endless story to a close 

and so I imagine is everyone else, because Rachel needs the reins physically taken from her.  

Often Mark can be counted on to recall something obscure he’d been reading, or a 

moment from a case where he presided that makes it seem that what we were discussing has 

deeper meaning. The conversation, in retrospect, seems to lead to that point, and the only part of 

the evening anyone ever remembers is Mark’s story. His eyes get a little wider, he nods slightly 

and half chuckles to himself, and then begins. “Funny you would say that,” and somehow 

Casper’s silly joke about the three rabbi’s in the bar or Andrew’s dull comment about his new 

grilling technique connect to something clever John Maynard Keynes said of Joseph 

Schumpeter.  

Sometimes I wish we could live here in public, where I could enjoy Mark and the effort 

he put into conversation when it isn’t just the two of us, where I can watch others in his thrall. 

But he hadn’t wanted to come tonight and it was Rachel who pushed him, and maybe he was just 

done with all of us. Tonight, there was no recalled case from early days, no story. Instead, the 

voice from home had come to visit.  

“What did you think Rachel, that it was the EMTs’ first day on the job and they needed 

your help?” His voice is quiet, almost a hiss. “When you were orchestrating Casper’s rescue 

from afar with your phone and your Facetime did you ever think maybe by inserting yourself you 

were keeping them from doing their job? Did you ever think, just let them handle what they are 

trained to do?” 

 

 I remember one evening at boarding school, before the tortured artist had been kicked 

out, busted, we would have said then, for drinking or caught out of his dorm at night, which we 
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all did, but he was brave enough to flaunt, that was part of his charm, and before Hilary moved 

on to another boy in another group and we ended our ties to that dorm and followed her to the 

new set, when she invited me along to walk over to his dorm after dinner. She was returning a 

book he had leant her. I was impressed that she read anything that wasn’t required; our classes, 

which we didn’t always attend and rarely prepared for, were demanding just the same. As we 

walked, she tried to tell me about the book, how it got her, as though the author knew something 

about her. It was an Italian poet, she told me, the book was called Coney Island State of Mind 

which she mispronounced, rhyming Coney with Honey, so it sounded like Connie Island. I didn’t 

know any better either.  

 I had never read poetry outside of class and didn’t think I could without the teacher 

pointing out three-fourths of what was going on, leading me to get a little bit more of it on my 

own but never fully, never feeling I got what was meant by the words. I said a little of that to 

Hilary, that I found poetry confusing. ‘Not Ferlinghetti,’ she said. ‘I would lend it to you if I 

could.’ And then she opened it up to a poem she had marked and read me a line about mute birds 

and paper messages and said, ‘Doesn’t that just speak to you?’ I realized that she was rehearsing 

for what she was going to say to him, that I was a practice sounding board, and sure enough, 

when we got there, she didn’t invite me to stay but instead said, ‘Aren’t you going to 

Christopher’s?’ which I wasn’t. I didn’t show up uninvited, and though we were committed to a 

largely non-verbal relationship, he managed to signal when he wanted me through chin nods and 

head tilts. And so, in that little entryway to their dorm, I made some excuse of needing to get 

something from the library and left her to walk up the stairs alone. That weekend there was a 

kegger, a party in the woods. The tortured artist was holding forth, and a group of us were 

listening, as often happened. He was going on about how foolish people were who read poetry 
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and said it got to them, and then, from memory, he recited the whole part about the mute birds 

and paper messages, and, though I didn’t know what it meant, it did sound lovely out of his 

mouth, but when he finished, in a theatrical falsetto, he said, ‘Doesn’t that just speak to you?’” 

 

I look at Rachel as Mark takes her down, watch the side of her mouth quiver and her 

smile grow hard. There is something else there, that I didn’t fully understand. Rachel, I realize, 

has been telling this story for Mark, and Mark has rejected it. What meaning it is supposed to 

have, I had no idea, but I know that the rest of us don’t matter. Under the table, Casper touches 

my hand, as though he knows it too, and I feel for a minute that I am back in Spanish class, in 

that moment before I told Casey it wouldn’t happen, before I pushed that kind of affection away 

and before I discovered it again, not in boys, but in my children. 
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When I Was Queue 
 

Jeremy Royce came to our school in the sixth grade with his long dark hair that ended at 

the top of his shoulders with a bit of a wave, shiny, possibly a bit greasy, as though he didn’t 

care. It made all the well-washed boys look effete. He was white, pinkish really, with green eyes 

and some freckles across the nose. He had moved to our town from an island in the Caribbean 

where he learned to speak whatever language they spoke there, but English too. I hadn’t talked to 

him, so I only know about the other language from a whisper chain that invisibly strung from 

him to me. Maybe because of that school in the Caribbean, he had a coolness, a way of talking to 

the black kids in the class -- who I would have unironically said had a separate but equally cool 

hierarchy -- in a way that seemed coded and alluring. He wasn’t tall like some of the goofy boys 

who sprouted too fast, or derisibly short, like some whose power evaporated each day their body 

failed to advance with age; he was medium, and that seemed a perfect height for that time. His 

voice had already changed. It had a deep register, almost a croak, and I think it was that voice 

that held the power he exuded, though none of us admitted he had power. We pretended not to 

notice him, this new kid we couldn’t stop studying, in his flannel shirts that seemed better than 

the ones the other boys wore, as if an older brother had worn them first and given them the 

tattered look of forbidden knowledge. He jeans were nothing special, the same brand as all the 

other boys, but we looked below the familiar tan label in the back at the looseness of those two 

back pockets, where his flesh didn’t quite connect with the denim, and thought about what was 

underneath. He knew things, not in the show-offy way of Adam Sexton, who probably read the 

encyclopedia, but when Royce answered the teachers’ questions, we got quiet and tuned in, 

wondering what he might say. We were captivated. And so we pretended to hate him. 
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We were a foursome. Myself, Maya, Cath and Lemon. Lemon’s real name was the same 

as mine, Susan, but we both hated our name and didn’t know how to share it, saying, You can 

have it. No you have it. Maya and Cath calling us the Sues, which we claimed we didn’t like, 

though I liked sharing something, and then Suzie Q’s and eventually Lemon Susie Queue. After 

a while, she became Lemon, and I Queue, and soon I wished I’d gotten to be Lemon, finding 

Queue too masculine and funky to spell besides. And once Lemon got that name, it seemed not 

about sourness or a brainless fruit, but a source of light and sunshine. Her hair had streaks of 

blond in the summer that I wish mine had. Neither my name nor hair had anything special. 

We were at Lemon’s on a Friday night in October, chewing on spareribs at her kitchen 

table when I asked the question I had been thinking about since the beginning of the sixth grade, 

“What do you think Sasha would make of Royce?” 

Sasha was Sasha Blumenthal. She had the longest hair of anyone we knew, a perfect 

curtain that came down to the waistband on her jeans, cut straight across, thick and brown, which 

she always wore lose. We longed to have it, to touch it, to brush it and braid it and then let the 

braids fall out, as we all agreed, it looked best down, like a bridal train.  

She had moved to Cleveland six months ago, spring break of our fifth grade year, when 

her father got transferred, leaving the four of us rudderless and clinging to each other in mutual 

sadness. How her parents could do that to her, to us, I didn’t understand. “Can’t they just let you 

finish the school year?” I pleaded. Sasha had been stoic. The tears were all ours. She had been 

the center of our universe and still was in a way. If she had been there, we would have known 

how we should think about Royce, and whatever she had told us to think, we would have 

thought. 
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“Sam was the new boy,” Cath pointed out. “And she went out with him.” Sam was the 

last new boy to come into our grade. In fourth grade he showed up a month into the school year, 

Vietnamese, adopted, and rumored to be of unknown age. At another school, who knows, his 

difference, the mystery of a war we had heard of but knew little about, could have been a bad 

thing. At ours, it made him fascinating and popular. He had boy skills, was handy with a ball, 

could climb things and run fast, and he was bold enough to do the thing no one else who 

subscribed to the code of cooties dared to do: ask a girl out. And that girl of course was Sasha 

Blumenthal.   

Their relationship sprung up like a fountain and showered our grade with specialness, and 

made fourth grade about nothing so much as the two of them. If we were learning about the 

Mayflower, we imaged them on it. Once they were a couple, those S’s in their names intertwined 

like a dollar sign, and their popularity grew exponentially. There was no ceiling to it. Never mind 

there was no fourth-grade prom, they were the king and queen. We openly worshiped them. But 

now Sasha was gone, and Sam no longer seemed so special. 

“There’s something about a new boy, they just seem older.” Cath went on. “You didn’t 

know their crybaby face in kindergarten, you never saw them change into their extra pair of 

pants because they peed themselves.” That seemed pretty true to me. It was probably what set 

Royce apart and why I found myself watching him as though he were already a teenager, had me 

studying the fray of his flannel shirt cuffs and the part of his hair, though I wasn’t going to admit 

to any of that when we were all feeling each other out. Plus, I supposedly had a crush on Liam 

Donahue, though I was never sure if I did.  

That magical year of Sasha and Sam, Sam had two bodyguards. I don’t know why 

anyone acts as they do at nine, but they assumed a role that normally would have entailed an 
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earpiece and a walkie-talkie and training to take a bullet. The school had an impoverished sports 

program, and dodgeball was the only competitive game we played during gym. The two 

bodyguards would stand in front of Sam and take the hit for him. It was Sasha who had said, 

“You and Liam would be cute together,” referring to the taller of the two, and gave me the idea 

to like him, but I’d never even talked to him. Mostly, I’d liked thinking of our parallel status in 

relation to Sasha and Sam. 

“I don’t know,” Lemon said, chewing a rib that had nothing left on it. “I think she might 

think Royce was cute. He has nice eyes.” 

He had amazing eyes, they crinkled and disappeared when he laughed but came back in 

all that shiny greenness when he was still. I don’t know why it was safer to pretend to like 

someone I didn’t like that much than admit to liking someone so unknown, someone whose 

future popularity might not be certain. I had never dated. None of us had. Despite the example 

Sasha set for us, we just talked about boys, mostly saying how gross they were. If Sasha had a 

new boyfriend in Cleveland, word hadn’t gotten back to me.  

“But he is nothing like Sam,” Maya said. “I think she would hate him.” It was true. Sam 

was sporty and Royce was what I what I would later come to think of as intellectual, but for now 

just thought of as interesting. He had the eyes, and the grin, but mostly it was the voice. Cath was 

the first to make fun of it, and soon we all tried to talk in his low-register croak, cracking each 

other up saying Pass the Moo Shu in a voice from deep in our throats. He had a few expressions 

we had secretly collected, and we used those as well, What up, and For sure, and then Cath said 

he would probably go out with someone like Renata Ruggeri. That had us all laughing, as Renata 

was a tomboy, who all the boys called Ren, and we could imagine her being friends with him in 

a way we didn’t know how. Renata had long hair, but unlike Sasha’s perfect mane, Renata’s hair 
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was mangy and knotted, like a wet wool carpet on her back. You could practically see the split 

ends bifurcating.  

“I love you Ren,” Maya said, in the low croaky Royce voice. 

“I think when we get back to school on Monday we should sing their names together,” 

Cath said. “You know, Royce and Renata sitting in a tree, k-i s-s-i-n-g.” 

For some reason, we thought that was hysterical. It was Maya who suggested we could 

do better. She came out with the first line, and soon the Moo Shu and the spareribs lost their 

appeal, and we were all about the Royce song. Maya wrote all the great rhymes, but it was me 

who went there with it, who suggested kissing wasn’t strong enough, and took things up a notch, 

who contributed orgy and jizz, with only the vaguest ideas of what they meant. They were words 

I probably learned from Sasha, who might have whispered them and gotten me to say them out 

loud. If Lemon had anything to contribute, I don’t remember. She was more cautious than the 

rest of us. She might have said things like, We are not, and We can’t say that, but with an 

excitement in her voice as we in fact did do that and did say that.  

It was Cath who said we should make copies and put them on the bulletin board. I think a 

part of her was just proud of this thing we had created. Maya would go on to learn to play the 

guitar and to write folk songs that were much better than this little ditty, but for the rest of us, 

Cath and myself at least, this was a creative high point. That we were crossing a line possibly 

only registered with Lemon.  

It was in the days before home printers and copiers, but we took turns at the typewriter 

and the rest of us handwrote, and soon we had 15 copies of The Royce Song, which we 

decorated with colored pens and left unsigned. Lemon might have asked, Are you sure we 

should? There was a goody-two-shoes quality that always tried to pull us back, but I ignored her 
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and offered, as I lived the closest to school, to be the one to get to get there early and hang them 

up Monday morning.  

The song did not get the reception we imagined. Maybe it was better sung, and we should 

have given it a soft release, warbling in the playground as we turned rope. But we went with the 

wide-open. Monday morning happened to be a day of a new parent tour, and the normally 

crowded bulletin board had been cleaned the week before so there was little else for the 

prospective parents to read as they tried to take in the spirit of the place. The school found out 

because Renata told them. Renata found out because I had a big mean mouth and asked her how 

she liked the song, actually thinking that she would. 

It wasn’t meant as a taunt, although given that I never talked to her, it obviously seemed 

like one. I thought she would be flattered that we had paired her with Royce. That she got to be 

the center of things. She looked at me with narrowed eyes and said nothing.  

We got sent to see the head of the middle school with a few minutes to confer as we 

walked the hall toward the office. Cath said we should deny it, which was something Sasha 

would have told us, and we would have followed her, dying on our sword rather than disobey. 

But without her, there was no consensus on what to do. Lemon seemed the most upset, full of 

regret and tears. “Why did we hang them up?” she said more than once and, “They’re going to 

find out it was at my house,” like that mattered.  

“Don’t worry so much. It won’t be that bad,” I said. We had been in trouble before. In 

fourth grade Sasha and Sam initiated a boy-girl recess venture to the mini-mart two blocks away 

from school to buy candy. Six of us ended up pooling our money and getting a frozen Sarah Lee 

pound cake. The stealth operation to the store had been heart-stopping, but sharing the cake in 

the yard with these boys that were somehow assigned to us by virtue of Sasha and Sam’s dating 
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status, was something new and even more thrilling. We were discovered in the back of the play 

yard, scooping out hunks of frozen cake from the silver foil pan with our dirty fingernails and got 

what I came to think of as the first of the You-Should-Know-Better talks. In fifth grade, visits to 

the middle school head became more frequent and I thought of them as something of a status 

symbol. There was a field trip in Spanish class to a Peruvian restaurant where a few of us got 

into a food fight, which Brought shame on the school and was Disrespectful to the waitstaff. I 

hadn’t started the food fight, but at the time wished I had thought to do so. And then there were 

the things we did that we didn’t get suspended for, like the day we had the inspired idea to 

pretend Marcia Lipson was in our friend group only to tell her at the end of the day that we were 

only joking. Often, I would say the things that Sasha dreamed up. If she had a catty thought 

about someone’s appearance, I could be counted on to say it to their face. The more feared and 

hated I was by the rest of the grade, the more valued I felt by my circle. By the time Sasha left, 

we were toxic, maybe even to ourselves. Without her, we were at a loss. We rode out the year 

together, writing letters to her new address in Cleveland and noting who heard from her the most, 

pretending not to care when we weren’t the ones who got an illicit phone call that her parents 

wouldn’t find out about until they got the next phone bill, or got the longest letters back. I feared 

I was in a lower rung than Lemon, who sometimes didn’t even mention all she knew about life in 

the Cleveland public school system. 

Despite our efforts to deny any knowledge of the Royce song, we broke down pretty fast. 

Maya, surprisingly, was the first to fess up, followed by a gush of tears and contrition from 

Lemon. Cath and I were quiet, offering only what was required of us. The four of us got 

suspended for three days. My mother said the school was over-reacting and never bothered to 

mention it to my father. I’m not sure about Cath and Maya, but Lemon was in serious trouble. 
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She couldn’t have sleepovers with anyone for three months, couldn’t use the phone either, and 

perhaps the worst part, she had to apologize in writing to Renata Ruggeri and Jeremy Royce. Of 

all of her punishments, that to me seemed the worst.  

 

“I have to babysit Saturday night, and they won’t even pay me,” Lemon was 

complaining. It had been a month since our suspension, and everyone had moved on except 

Lemon’s parents, who were still finding ways to punish her, and maybe Renata, who was looking 

even less washed than usual and more spaced out when she got called on in class, as though 

she’d been sleeping. “It’s like in Monopoly when you’re in jail and can’t get rent on your 

property,” Lemon said. We all thought that was funny. We were in a corner on the ground floor 

by the lockers on the stack of blue gym mats where we often hung out and occasionally tried out 

our feeble gymnastic skills, but mostly just lounged. “Actions have consequences, young lady,” 

Lemon said in the voice she used to imitate her mother. I was lying next to Cath, our feet up the 

wall, our heads hanging off the back of the pile of mats, watching Lemon upside down, 

performing the conversation with her mother. I noticed how much she moved around when she 

told stories, as I was getting dizzy just following her. “I don’t think you’ve quite learned your 

lesson, Susan,” she said in the voice of her father, who, for years, I only could think of as a man 

in a bathrobe who had woken up in the middle of the night to yell at us. Of the four of us, she 

had the worst parents. Her mother made her do all kinds of things, like drink a glass of vile skim 

milk every afternoon when she got home from school, go to Hebrew school on Saturdays with 

loser kids she couldn’t stand, and visit an old neighbor lady who hadn’t left her house in years. 

Plus, she had to wash the dishes and take out the trash, she wasn’t allowed to have any pets, 

because her sister might – they weren’t even sure -- be allergic, and her mother was so uptight 
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about what she wore that Lemon changed in the bushes behind her house on her way to and from 

school because certain graphic tees weren’t nice. When Lemon asked what wasn’t nice about 

them her mother said, Don’t be fresh, young lady, you know what I mean. We all thought that 

was hilarious and all tried to imitate Mrs. Rosenbaum, wagging finger and pursed expression as 

she said, You know what I mean! I for one had no idea what she meant. 

On Saturday, I decided to surprise Lemon and got my mom to drop me at her house, 

saying we’d arranged a sleepover. Her parents’ car was still in the driveway when I got there, so 

I waited across the street for them to leave and then went to the kitchen door where I could see 

Lemon by herself, dutifully washing the dishes. I watched her for a few minutes as she finished 

up, cleaning the counters, even getting under the toaster, and pretended to be a cat and meowed a 

bit and then rattled my fingers on the glass pane and ducked down. Either she couldn’t hear or 

was too scared to investigate, but as I got cold and bored, eventually I just knocked.  

“Queue, what are you doing here?” 

“I thought you could use some company.” 

“I’ll be dead if they find out you’re here,” she said, and told me to hide in her room until 

she put her sister to bed, so she wouldn’t rat her out. I didn’t tell her I planned to spend the night. 

I tiptoed up the stairs, past her little sister’s room, and went to hers, a converted attic with dormer 

windows and sloped walls. I hadn’t been over since the night we wrote the Royce song, and took 

it all in, the framed antiwar poster, the photograph of her grandfather holding an enormous fish, 

and one of the five of us from last year. I wasn’t snooping. I’d been in that room a thousand 

times and I didn’t see it as a fortress of secrets, but I’d never surprised her with a visit a month 

into being grounded. On her desk she had left out a letter.  
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Hi Lemon, 

Thanks for writing me back. I don’t think your school is strange. With the exception of 

some girls writing nasty songs and plastering them all over the halls, everyone is really nice. I 

thought I would get jumped the first day. That was how things started at my last school. I had to 

fight my way in, but here everyone was friendly. I didn’t really get it.  

I like the name Lemon. I like how when Mrs. Sussman called you Susan you asked her to 

call you by your nickname, and then said, if that’s alright and looked down. I’m sorry she 

refused you, but you gave it a good shot.  

I hope you’ll write me back again. 

Jeremy 

When Lemon came up, I was still holding the letter. I’d read it three times. The line that 

pained me the most was the one about her nickname.  

“What the fuck, Lemon, is he your boyfriend?” 

“No.” She stood in the doorway, as though it was my room. 

“Were you going to tell us?” 

“What is there to tell?” 

“I don’t know, that you sent him a little love letter and now you guys are what? Pen 

pals?” 

“It wasn’t like that at all.” 

“I like the name Lemon,” I read and then improvised. “I could just suck on your 

lemonness, your sweet and sour lemony parts.” 
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“Stop it Queue. It was just something to do. I’m stuck here all afternoon, I’m not even 

allowed to use the phone.” She was getting dramatic, but she looked afraid, almost physically, 

like I might smack her with the letter, which made me want to. 

“What did you say? What have you written to him?” I was taller than her. It usually made 

me feel oafish, but I was using it now, pressing into her space somehow. She shrank back.  

“Nothing. I just apologized and then, I don’t know. It was nothing.” 

I couldn’t let it go. “Dear Royce, I noticed you wore your red and green checked shirt 

over a white t-shirt again today. I like how you nod when you are talking to Mrs. Sussman, like 

you are listening to her, but maybe making fun of her at the same time. Do you dream about 

me?” 

“Queue, I didn’t say anything like that. I swear. I told him I was sorry for writing that 

poem about him. That’s all. And I am. I got in so much trouble. You wouldn’t know. Your 

parents don’t care what you do.” 

I left her room and stomped down the stairs being extra loud outside her sister’s. I took 

the bus, which I’d never ridden at night, and told my mom Lemon’s dad drove me because I had 

an upset stomach, which I sort of did. An upset something. 

I lay in bed furious, and to calm myself thought about that magical year in fourth grade, 

and how everything went bad after that. I remember going off to summer camp with kids who 

didn’t understand the importance of Sasha and Sam. I was full to bursting with them, and it was 

hard to relate to people outside of my school life. But when we returned, the grade had been 

reshuffled, the glory of the court over, Versailles a memory. I had been lucky enough to land in 

the same class as Sasha, but Sam was not, and I learned on the first day back, from Debbie 
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Fanburg of all people, someone who rarely got to sit next to Sasha but clung to the possibility, 

that Sasha and Sam had broken up.   

“What do you mean?” I had assumed things would continue as they had. 

“They broke up. I heard it from John Coffer.” 

“How does he know?” 

“I don’t know.” 

I wanted confirmation, only feared asking Sasha, but at recess, when the fourth, fifth and 

sixth grade classes joined together in the play yard, where, despite the gender segregated 

activities of kickball and four square, Sam and Sasha always took a moment to acknowledge 

each other, sometimes hold hands and look so cute, and a few times kiss goodbye in front of all 

of us, as though it was the most normal thing, they looked neither for or at each other. I watched, 

he with his friends, seeming not the least bit interested or concerned, her in the center of our 

circle of girls, deciding how to spend our free play time. What had happened? How could 

something so good end? 

My parents had divorced two years before, and maybe that explains why the myth of 

eternal love pulled so strong for me. I didn't think that at the time, I only know I cared a great 

deal about this relationship that I wasn’t in any way a part of. Two weeks into the new school 

year I found my moment. We were in the girls’ bathroom, just the two of us, a rare private 

opportunity. I offered to brush her hair and she let me. I wanted to show how sad I was for her, to 

let her know that I was there for her, but mostly I needed to know how something so perfect 

could be no more.  

“Do you miss Sam?” I asked. 

“Not really.” 
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“Did you guys break it off the first day back?” 

“Actually Queue, we ended it last year. We just agreed not to tell anyone.” I was in 

shock. How? Why? “I shouldn’t have said anything,” was all she said. “Don’t tell anyone.” 

Not tell anyone the biggest news of the year? Even my camp friends would be interested. 

I tried. I tried to keep it to myself. She had given me something so monumental I could barely 

concentrate. I don’t know how I got through the day, how I got home, how I held it in. 

Eventually, I just couldn’t. I called the Lemon. The phone was attached to our kitchen wall on a 

long cord you could take down the hall and just reach the bathroom. I pulled it all the way in to 

get as much privacy as possible.  

“Lemon, you can’t say anything,” was how I began, and then a lot of regrets, “I shouldn’t 

be telling you, but I can’t keep it in,” and I told her the news Sasha shared.  

“I know,” was what she said back, deflating me. She already knew and also didn’t tell 

me? She had been told before me? She knew how to keep a secret. I had proven I didn’t. It 

occurred to me that it was all a test. Sasha was testing who was the better friend, and I had lost. 

“When, when did she tell you?” 

“Last year.” 

“You knew all summer and didn’t say anything?” We had written letters all summer and I 

am sure I wrote about Sasha and Sam to Lemon, and she hadn’t said a thing. I thought we had a 

Sue code, something. I felt big and ugly and cold. I was on the outside of something. There was 

an inner circle inside the circle. “Who else knows?” 

“I don’t think anyone else. We don’t talk about it that much.” 

“But how did you find out?” It seemed important to know.  
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“She just told me but asked me not to say anything to anyone. I would have told you if I 

could. I’m so sorry.” 

And now a year later, Lemon was apologizing again. I found her waiting by my locker. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the letter.” I had spent the better part of Sunday thinking about 

her and Royce. I had managed to make her feel that she had done something wrong, and then I 

staked out a position that I would have to hold for years. “I just don’t get how you can like that 

guy.” We stayed friends and I got to watch the two of them fall in love. 

 

The Lemon and Royce bond wasn’t anything like Sasha and Sam’s. They didn’t declare 

it; they didn’t use it; they barely talked to each other in school. I suddenly had a lot of opinions 

about PDA, about what was cool and what was gross when it came to being a couple. You don’t 

want to be the class mom and dad, I said, offering advice. And so, their popularity didn’t mount; 

no one found ways to entwine their names; no one wanted to be them. I carved out a position of 

hating him, acting as if the sight of him made me ill, and got Cath to agree with me. We made 

Lemon feel less-than for having a boyfriend and insisted the four of us were the priority. I held 

her by her coat sleeve, keeping her with us without her realizing she should probably just let go 

of the coat. 

By 10th grade, our group was down to me and Lemon. Maya had left for boarding school 

at the start of high school, and Cath started hanging out with kids in the grade above who 

smoked pot at lunch and hung out after school at the gas station where someone’s older brother 

worked. Lemon was afraid of them. She would say, Can you imagine? I might have fit in better 

with the gas station crowd, but I stayed with Lemon, who through five years of rocky 

adolescence, was still with Royce, and still playing by the rules I set up in sixth grade. It was my 
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friendship with Lemon that was the public one. The office ladies called us Mutt and Jeff because 

I was a head taller, and in class we talked so much the teachers would threaten to separate us and 

we would wrap our arms around each other saying, No, you can’t!  

She and I didn’t talk about him. I didn’t ask details and she didn’t offer. It became and 

remained an established fact that he and I hated each other. If ever we were accidently grouped 

in a school project or paired in a game of spin the bottle, we both acted our part, nothing could be 

worse, anyone else, please. I didn’t know how to soften that, only to enflame it. Lemon knew not 

to bring him up around me, as though my hatred was grounded in something real that needed to 

be respected, and not what it was, jealousy of her having something I didn’t, and him being the 

focus of that jealousy, though I didn’t understand any of that. I just thought I couldn’t stand him. 

I shamed her into being embarrassed about her relationship, apologizing for how much time it 

took up, and learning to be quiet about the milestones.  

She would have been better without me. I knew that then. I don’t know why she didn’t. 

And then, the summer after 10th grade, her family went to France for the whole summer. We 

wrote each other letters that took weeks to come. She made fun of her father’s bad French, 

asking where the war was when he meant the train station, and her sister’s obsession with French 

fries, and the trips to the countryside and the fields of lavender. I was working dinner shifts at a 

funky place that made sandwiches with once topical names, like the Patty Hearst and The 

Exorcist, and would write letters about cleaning the grill with pickle juice and making chicken 

salad from a big bag of frozen white meat that repulsed me.  

One night I went to take the next order at the counter, and standing there were Jeremy 

Royce and Liam Donahue, one of Sam’s stalwart bodyguards from fourth grade whom I had 

made out with at parties in 8th grade.  I didn’t even know they were friends. 



 

 

31 

Royce had the big grin that filled his face and extended across his eyes, as though his face 

was pulled from the sides. I don’t think he expected to see me, though Lemon could have told 

him. I remember making their sandwiches, thinking this is going to be eaten by Royce and Liam, 

and the charge of that. I brought them out, which we normally didn’t do. I remember making a 

big deal of it, as though I were a waitress, “Who had the Watergate Special with cheese?” though 

I knew who had ordered what. 

“Pull up a chair, Queue,” Liam said. “Take a load off.” Liam also talked in a deep, croaky 

way. Maybe that’s why they were friends. I remember after we’d kissed in eighth grade, he had 

thanked me in a way not that different from now with the offer of the chair, as though he were a 

gallant cowboy in a western. We were too uncomfortable to be ourselves.  

Royce laughed. “Should I be scared to eat it?” He had gotten the Patty Hearst. 

“Maybe,” I said. It was strange to see them outside of school. I wasn’t used to knowing 

people who came in there. It was too expensive for anyone from high school, but too down and 

out for any adult I knew through my parents. There was a boy who worked the grill, and we 

sometimes had the same shift, and I thought maybe I could like him. Royce and Liam came over 

to the counter when they finished eating and Liam asked, “When’s quittin’ time?” I told them I 

got off at 11 and Royce was the one who said, “We’ll see you then.”  

I was so keyed up for the next two hours, unsure what it meant that Royce and Liam were 

meeting me after work. I was living at my father’s; my mother had decided to go back to school 

and moved to upstate New York, and I had refused to follow. My father didn’t approve of my 

working so late, and getting home so late, but didn’t seem to have the right to tell me I couldn’t. 

He would wait up and then get angry that he wasn’t getting enough sleep. I didn’t care. I didn’t 

get it. I just said, “Don’t wait up.” 
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I was wiping the tables when they came back, the place was empty. There was beer on 

tap at the cash register that, at 16, I was legally allowed to pour but not drink, though I didn’t 

know how to without filling the mug with foam. I offered them each a beer, excited by the power 

of that. 

We walked up toward the park. At first Liam pretended he had to stand between me and 

Royce, so no one would get hit, but soon it was mostly me and Royce doing the talking. I was so 

surprised to hear his voice, to hear his laugh. We talked about people at school, things that had 

happened that year. It was Liam who brought up the Royce Song. “How’d that go again?” he 

asked. “Something about Royce and Renata sleeping in bunk beds?” Renata was still at our 

school. She had gotten fat and kept to herself. I couldn’t have said who her friends were. “That 

was mean,” was what Royce said. “I didn’t care for me, but, well, you really hurt her.” I got 

quiet and then Liam said, “I bet you I can jump that hedge,” and Royce said, “You’re on,” and 

Liam leapt and crashed into someone’s lawn and came out limping, and that was the end of our 

discussion of Renata. They walked me home and said good night together. I thought maybe 

Royce was there for Liam, that Liam maybe liked me and got Royce to come back with him. But 

it was Royce who showed up the next night by himself, again ordered a sandwich, and asked if 

he could come back at closing.  

We walked the same route but were quieter this time. “You know what Queue?” The way 

he said my name was the first time I thought it sounded better than Lemon. 

“What Jeremy?” I said, giving it lots of syllables, though I’d only ever thought of him as 

Royce.  

“Liam totally has a crush on you.” Maybe that was the point of this visit. 

“I don’t think so,” I said.  
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Royce did a little cowboy impression of Liam that was spot on. I told him about how in 

fourth grade Liam was Sam Allen’s bodyguard, Sam Allen now fully in the gas station group, 

and it was hard for me to see what we thought was so great about him. 

“Oh, he’s never going to live that down,” he said.  

I told him the girl part of fourth grade, how we had openly worshipped Sasha. “We were 

like courtiers,” I said. “I think Lemon may have thought they were friends, but we were all a tier 

below.” Just remembering was embarrassing and made me laugh. “Anytime there was a field trip 

or a performance in the auditorium we would reserve her.” 

“What?” he asked. 

“Yeah, we would say, ‘Can I reserve you?’ meaning, ‘Can I have the seat next to you on 

the bus or on the rug during story time.’” It was clear Lemon had never told him any of this and 

that made me want to tell him more. “I think the greatest honor in fourth grade was when Sasha 

secretly asked me to reserve her before someone else did. I’m telling you, that request was as 

good as it got.” 

We started talking about Lemon then, and it was like a vein opened up. Her parents, he 

was certain, hated him, and I could see it, and knew exactly what he meant. “I’m certain they 

would send me to boarding school if they could,” I told him. Somehow Lemon the goodie two-

shoes annoyed us both. We had a million stories about her brown-nosing, rewriting papers no 

one asked her to, doing extra work. Though Royce might be the smartest person in our class, I 

found out he didn’t care about grades. I liked him even more for that. 

“And the old lady she used to have to visit?” I said, somehow seeing that as a stain on her 

character.  
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“She still visits her!” he said. “She took me to meet her. She really didn’t like me. Lemon 

told me after that she said I looked like a ruffian.” 

 

The fourth night he came by, we stayed out all night, hanging out in a park by my house, 

and then sneaking into a neighbor’s pool on a dare. It was skinny dipping that did it. Our bodies 

touched underwater, connecting our toes as we talked above water, pretending nothing was 

happening and then our hands and then his mouth was on mine. It lasted all summer.  

My dad was furious that first night when I didn’t come home, but I didn’t care. I walked 

right by him and shut my door. He didn’t seem to know what to do but yell. I slept the sunlight 

away, waking to go to the sandwich shop at night. 

We were alcoholics, swearing it off every morning and reaching for it every night. We 

didn’t want to hurt her, this would kill her, and yet we couldn’t stop ourselves. “Why of all the 

people in the world did the guy I like the most have to be my best friend’s boyfriend?” I asked 

innocently, naked in his bed, having progressed from grinding into each other to touching to 

finally the thing that I long suspected Lemon did with him, thought we had never discussed it. 

That she was a factor in all that lust between us, I couldn’t see. I couldn’t see any of it.  

Mostly, we went at it in my room. My dad’s work schedule was like clockwork, it was 

easy to have the place to ourselves. Occasionally, we went to his, where it was hard not to think 

of Lemon and what little I knew of the past five years of weekend days when she made excuses 

not to hang out. I looked for signs of her, imagined her sitting on this chair, lying in his bed. I 

remember a coffee table book of Rolling Stone covers and one of them, from some risqué time in 

the past, was of a breast, upturned and airbrushed to perfection, and he told me that Lemon had 
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said it looked like mine. Somehow imagining them talking about my breast at some time in the 

past filled me with a joy I cherished long after that summer.  

Liam knew about us, but Jeremy swore he wouldn’t say anything. And then we decided 

to go see a movie. Brooke Shields on an island finding love, and we were deep into each other 

the whole time. We emerged under the marquee lights, our clothes disheveled, our faces red from 

too much contact, and there stood Sasha Blumenthal and her brother. I’d forgotten she had one, 

but they had the same face. She didn’t look at all how I remembered, she had bobbed her hair 

and gotten tall, and wore so many black and silver bracelets it would take forever to take them 

off. I stared at her, amazed, as though I had conjured her.  

“Hey, Sue! Suzy-Q!” She told me her family had moved back, that she was so glad to be 

out of Cleveland, and had spent the last year on a kibbutz in Israel, how wild it was, and how 

much better it was there, where everyone was equal and you didn’t live with your parents. She 

went on and on like an open hose. I couldn’t get over how much she had changed. It was the first 

time that summer I actually missed Lemon. I wanted to call her up and tell her what Sasha 

looked like now, that she had cut her beautiful long hair and couldn’t shut up about Israel. I 

nodded along and wondered why we had all liked her so much. And then she noticed Royce and 

said, “You going to introduce me?” and I said, “This is Royce.” And I remembered that back in 

fifth grade, when he was new to our school, I had wondered what she would think of him, and it 

seemed funny that I had cared.  

“Why’d you tell her my real name?” he said, when we walked away.  

“Oh shit. I wasn’t thinking.” But maybe I wanted her to know. 

We broke it off a few times but always started up again. We knew it would kill her, if she 

found out. I counted down the days until Lemon would be back and it really had to end. The 
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night before she came home was our last night together. I called in sick and spent it with Royce, 

retracing the night at the pool and snuck him into my house. “I’m going to miss this, Queue,” he 

said when he left, and I cried about it all for a long time.  

I never thought to try to take him from her, to ask him if he would be with me instead. 

That didn’t cross my messed up mind. My allegiance was always to her, I thought, not myself. 

This thing I was doing, it couldn’t be helped, but that, I could never do. I didn’t think ahead 

about what the friendship would be like with this secret between us. The secret didn’t last long.  

I kept up my end of things, though furtively wondered if it could continue even though 

she was back, not knowing how to make that happen, only knowing I still wanted him. But he 

wasn’t as careful. Apparently, I learned this later, they were together and he said, that sounds like 

Queue and she asked what he meant. Somehow, he went with a partial truth, that we had hung 

out some while she was gone, that it looked like I was into Liam, and Liam had dragged him into 

it. He mentioned the movie we’d seen. 

“You didn’t tell me you saw The Blue Lagoon with Royce?” she said to me over the 

phone, no hello, a quiver in her voice. 

“Who told you that, Sasha?” 

“Why would Sasha know anything?” 

“It was nothing. We ran into each other there,” I said. 

“Royce said you were with Liam.” 

“Right. I was with Liam. We ran into Royce. It was a dumb movie. I think I wrote you 

that.” 

“Were you on a date with Liam when you ran into Sasha?” 

“Yeah.” 
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Why didn’t you tell me that?” 

“It was just a date,” as though that was an answer. As though I went on a lot of those. 

I ended up making up a boyfriend, the grill guy. I told her I lost my virginity to him, 

everything that happened with Royce I told her, except made it about the grill guy, the long 

walks, the finding so much in common, the sneaking into the swimming pool, the hanging out in 

my bedroom while my dad was at work, the way he hooked his arm around my neck and kissed 

my head. 

She wanted to meet him. She seemed happy for me. I felt bad. I wanted it all to go away, 

but I thought all of it as a reason for Royce and me to talk, to get our stories straight. I called 

him. 

“Hey Queue.” It had been over a month since I’d heard that. I wanted to climb inside the 

phone. 

“I feel really bad,” I began. Being on the phone with him, talking about her again, having 

this, made me feel better, I tried to keep it going. 

“I do too,” he said.  

“Do you think we should just tell her?” I asked, thinking now that I wanted to trade her 

for him. That that was a choice I could make. 

“Maybe,” he said. I should have asked more. How that would work. I thought it was 

leading to me getting him back. It didn’t. 

I guess because he was the one to tell her, I was the bad guy. She didn’t, as I thought or 

hoped, break it off with him, she just used it to put him on probation, to keep him on his toes. I 

only saw that from a distance. She was done with me. How well it was between them after that, I 
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don’t know, but the days of keeping it quiet, the rules I had made up, came to an end. I got to see 

her kiss him in the hallway and hold his hand in class.   

* * * 

Long after high school, when I was married and had a kid, and whole weeks went by 

when I didn’t think of Lemon and Royce, I was in the cereal aisle of the grocery store. My two 

year old was in the shopping cart, kicking his legs and reaching up toward the shelves to grab 

indiscriminately, when I was confronted, accosted really, by an enormous woman.  

“You knew, didn’t you?” she said, her moon face too close to mine. I didn’t know who 

she was; I didn’t know what she was talking about. She wore a floral wrap-around dress that 

didn’t wrap around all the way, and I could see the armor of her bra as she leaned toward me.   

“I’m sorry?” I said, not an apology in any way, just looking for clarification. 

“You’re sorry? That’s it?” She was mean and in my face, the sour of her breath on me. “I 

always wanted to know how you knew. Did it show somehow?” 

“Did what show?” 

She bore down on me. Her eyes were dark and sunken in the fat of her cheeks. I put a 

hand on Michael’s leg, looking to reassure him, but he was oblivious, reaching up toward a box 

of Fruit Loops. She had a hand on my shopping cart keeping me there. I could have picked him 

up and just walked out of the store, but I stayed. 

She let go the cart and stood taller and said, “I was abused. I was raped by my step-

brother.” The way she said that was different than how she said the other things, like she had 

practiced it, like she’d said it many times before. Maybe to herself even. And then she got angry 

again, “I want to know how you knew? Was it all over me? Was it just obvious? And it just 

seemed funny to you?”  
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I didn’t know who she was, I tried to think if I knew anyone abused by a stepbrother. 

Even my younger self wouldn’t have thought that funny, would she? “I’m sorry that happened to 

you.”  

Michael had gotten the cereal box and was shaking it. I tried gently to take it from him, 

but she grabbed it from his hand and tossed it in the cart. He started to cry. 

I tried to leave with my crying son, but she put her foot behind the wheel, her hand on the 

cart again. Michael held his hands in the air wanting to be lifted out of the cart, but I left him in, 

fearing what she would do if I didn’t give her my full attention. There was no one else in our 

aisle. 

“Well, you wrote that stupid thing, and then I got those letters, and my mother blamed me 

for it, like she did with my stepbrother. It took me years.” 

The stupid thing, I realized, was the Royce song, the letters were ones of apology, not 

written by me, but I guess everyone else had done so. Everyone else had parents trying to teach 

them something about right and wrong. The obese woman, the misery of her life hard to conceal, 

was Renata Ruggeri. I didn’t know how to say that we didn’t think much about her when we 

wrote it, that the song was about him, that her name scanned, or was just a random choice. It 

seemed even meaner to tell her that all that cruelty was accidental. 

“You had those dumb names that made you so special. You even got the teacher to use it. 

What was it? It was a letter or something?” 

 “Queue,” I said. Michael had gotten quiet and still, as though taking it all in, the cereal 

forgotten. “I was Queue, and she was Lemon.” I hadn’t said those names out loud in years. No 

one called me that since that summer, not Cath when I joined her at the gas station, and Lemon 
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didn’t talk to me. I often wondered what he called her after that summer, if he stuck with Lemon, 

or called her Sue as there was no longer any confusion. 

 “I wasn’t a nice person then,” I said, then, thinking it might help, “I guess we were just 

jealous of you, how easily you got along with the boys.” I reached out to touch her hand where it 

held the cart. I looked her in the eyes as sympathetically as I could. It felt the right thing to do. It 

was true in a way. I think I had been jealous of her easy way with boys. 

She looked back at me and said, “I don’t believe you for a second.” 
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Catherine, What Did You Do? 

 

“Hurry, Catherine, get in. Can’t you see the other cars?” Leticia says when she finally 

arrives. Cat looks back at the endless row of cars waiting their turn. It’s like a parade. A slow 

boring parade. Cat has been standing at the curb, waiting forever, peering into each car that pulls 

up, wondering which one she belongs to. She forgot it would be Leticia, not her mom. Or maybe 

no one said. 

“My teacher is Mrs. Pearlman, and I need a bookbag or a satchel,” Cat says as she climbs 

in the back seat of their station wagon, using both hands to pull the door closed. Claudia is there, 

her little legs out in front in red tights with little white square shoes with brass buckles, the kind 

you put on a doll. She has a coloring book on her lap. She looks at Cat for a second and then 

goes back to turning through the pages as if it were a magazine.  

“A book bag,” Cat says again, leaning into the front seat so Leticia is sure to hear. 

“Okay, Catherine. You tell your mommy when we get home.” Leticia doesn’t say the H, 

so it sounds like Cat-rin. Her sister’s name is never just Claudia. It is usually Claudita, 

sometimes Dita, sometimes Mi Claudita, or Chiquita Dita. Catherine is just Catherine without the 

H.  

“Did you hear that, Claudia? I’m going to have a little satchel that I wear over my 

shoulder and carry all my homework and notices and books.” Claudia slides down to the floor 

using the backseat as a table, even though they aren’t supposed to, and begins scribbling purple 

on a family of dragons. “Can I have a turn?” Cat asks. 

“No.”  
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Everyone else seemed to know about the book bag. Cat just had her Snoopy lunchbox 

from last year that her father bought her when she asked for the thousandth time if they could get 

a dog. Snoopy sits on his doghouse and looks down on Charlie Brown and the other Peanuts’ 

kids like he doesn’t want to play with them. It isn’t the kind of dog she would have wanted. 

Along the side of the box is a cartoon strip about Charlie Brown and his kite, but she doesn’t 

know what it says. Her father read it to her when she got it, but she hadn’t listened; she was 

thinking about the dog that wasn’t coming.  

We aren’t kindergarten babies anymore, Mrs. Pearlman said. We will be readers by the 

time the year is over.  

“I’m going to be a reader,” Cat tells Leticia and Claudia.  

“That’s nice,” Leticia says. Cat tries to imagine looking at a page and telling the kind of 

stories Miss Wilson read out loud last year. Miss Wilson would take out the book with the 

leather bookmark that her very special aunt had given her and asked if anyone could remind her 

what happened yesterday, and so many hands went up to help her out because it seemed she 

could never remember.  

“Maybe I can even teach you to read,” she tells Claudia, who is ruining the dragons. 

“You’re not even a kindergarten baby yet. You’re still a nursery school baby.”  

There was no read-aloud today, there wasn’t even a rug to sit on. There were no group 

tables; instead, they each had a desk that would be theirs for the year, a wooden desk with a 

metal tray underneath with a small well at the front for pencils. They were each given two 

pencils that they can trade in when they get below two inches. Mrs. Pearlman showed what two 

inches was on her measuring stick and pointed out the pencil sharpener that they could use after 
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lunch. Two turns is more than enough. I don’t not want to see you sharpening away perfectly 

good pencils. 

Cat didn’t know everyone in the class, though some were in Miss Wilson’s with her last 

year. Travis was back. He bounced in his seat and got up and moved around the room when 

everyone else sat quietly in theirs, touching other people’s desks. Sit down, Travis, Mrs. 

Pearlman said the first time, and he did, but then, after bouncing for a while, he got up again. Be 

still Travis. She didn’t yell, but she used a different voice for him. Last year Travis had a fidget 

ball, a dirty green rubbery thing with handles that Miss Wilson gave him. He used to pull Cat’s 

hair and Miss Wilson taught Cat to say, No, Travis. My hair is not a toy. She is still a little afraid 

of him.  

The three girls she liked to play with last year were all put together in the other first grade 

class. She found them at recess over by the silver rocket ship that is a see-saw, but too heavy to 

move unless you have four or five kids on each end. They were crowding around their new 

teacher, who isn’t a Miss or a Mrs. but a Jill, with long hair and a short dress and matching 

headband, who leaned against the rocket ship, telling Cat’s friends that they were her first class 

ever and how they are going to build a post office in the classroom, write real letters that go in 

envelopes, and have a field trip to buy stamps. In the spring, she said, they will each build a 

bridge out of pipe cleaners and popsicle sticks and anything else their imagination can think of, 

and at the end of the year, they will walk across an actual bridge that opens in the middle.  

“In my first grade class we are going to learn to read,” Cat told them. That was when she 

learned that two of them already read and Jill planned to have the other one reading in no time. 

Cat looked across the yard. Mrs. Pearlman was inside. I have earned the right after 37 years not 

to stand around in the hot sun watching you play.   
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“The other class has to buy stamps and visit a dumb old bridge,” she tells Leticia and 

Claudia. She brings her feet up onto the seat and wraps her hands around them, so she is a little 

ball. She wears lace up shoes that she recently learned to tie and reaches around and unties them 

thinking to practice, but instead lets them dangle. She doesn’t feel like tying.  

Claudia has made a mess of the page. You can barely see the dragons. “Try and draw in 

the lines,” Cat tells her. Last year, there was a stack of coloring sheets each day with a new letter 

and something that started with it. A round apple with a large A, a boat with a big B. Miss 

Wilson sat at the table and colored alongside them, sometimes making rainbows inside the 

letters, or candy cane stripes. She gave Cat the one she made of C for Cat. After that she called 

her Cat instead of Catherine, and soon the girls did as well. This year, Mrs. Pearlman read her 

full name, and Cat didn’t know how to tell her otherwise. 

After recess, Mrs. Pearlman asked them each to share one thing they did this summer. 

Chris Adams’s family drove to Niagara Falls. Travel can be highly educational, Mrs. Pearlman 

told them. Sasha Blumenthal went to day camp, which Mrs. Pearlman thought a fruitful way to 

spend the summer, and Harris Chase learned to dive into a pool. What had Cat done this 

summer? Her parents went away and left her and Claudia with Leticia. When they got back, Cat 

showed them a bug graveyard where Claudia and she had buried all the dead house flies in the 

backyard. Her mother asked why there were so many flies in the house. Are you leaving the 

screens open? Claudia had been her companion all summer, except when she was with Leticia, 

who was teaching her Spanish, all because one day, when Leticia asked Claudia where her shoes 

were, Claudia would only shrug or shake her head no or nod yes. Maybe English isn’t her 

language, Cat suggested, which made Leticia laugh, which felt good at the time, but after that, 

Leticia started teaching Claudia words in Spanish and giving her lemon drops if she repeated 
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them. You have to stop speaking for her, Leticia told Cat. You talk too much, how is she 

supposed to learn? Now Claudia mostly only says words in Spanish that come with candy. Cat 

repeats the Spanish words too, but Leticia will run out of rewards if she gives them to Cat every 

time, who is a big girl and supposed to understand these things. Cat made up her own language 

and taught it to Claudia. She called it Cautty Language and had a hard time remembering what 

she had named things. It’s a secret language, she told her sister. You can’t tell anyone about it. 

With nothing else to offer, she told Mrs. Pearlman that she had made up a new language this 

summer. Mrs. Pearlman just said, hmmm. 

 

Cat lies under the credenza in the living room, a game of hide and seek by herself. If she 

looks up, her eyes get crossed staring at the dark wood so close to her face, her nose pressed 

down a little from the contact. If she turns her head sideways, she can see the whole room and 

into the kitchen. 

“Leticia, when you get a minute, can you come here?” her father asks, just a voice, no 

feet that she can see. He came home a while ago. She waited for him to say, Where’s Catherine? 

and search for her. She wouldn’t answer, maybe even until morning, but he didn’t. Leticia folds 

her apron in half and lays it on the counter, and then whispers something to Claudia, a secret just 

for Claudia’s little ear and hands her something. Maybe Leticia will notice her and say, What are 

you doing under there Cat-rine? But no, she is off, her white shoes walking quickly past. 

Cat wiggles out to investigate what Leticia gave Claudia now that Claudia is alone in the 

kitchen in her tiny chair that attaches to the table, though she is old enough to sit in a proper 

chair like the rest of them. Whenever her mother sees her in it, she swears she will throw it away 

this minute and tells Leticia to remove it, but her mother forgets, and the next time Claudia says, 
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mychair, mychair, mychair. Leticia says, Mi silla, mi silla mi silla, and attaches it to the table and 

gives Claudia a lemon drop when she says it in Spanish. The kitchen smells spicy and meaty. 

Claudia bangs two shell macaroni together with her fists. Cat takes the box and shakes out 

enough to make a flower, turning over the one in the middle and arranging five around, face 

down. Claudia picks one of her petals and Cat pours out more to re-petal and then makes two 

more flowers and a sun. The flowers need stems. In the cabinet she finds the spaghetti. 

“What are you two doing?” Leticia asks. Claudia is banging two empty boxes together 

and has dumped much of their contents on the floor.  

“Look, Leticia,” Cat says. “I made a picture. I have flowers and a sun and I even made 

grass!” She has tried to break the spaghetti strands evenly, but her grass needs a lawn mower. 

“I can’t leave you alone for a minute,” Letitia says, not looking at the picture. “Catherine, 

you have to set a better example for Dita.”  

“I’m setting an example of how to make a picture.”  

And then her father is there in the doorway to the kitchen, so tall he ducks his head as he 

comes in. 

“Would you believe, I found another pair,” he laughs as he says this. He holds a pair of 

shoes in his hand above Claudia head. The shoes are a dull greyish black with thin dangling laces 

that Claudia, swiveling in her chair, and reaching up, tries to grab, but Leticia stops her hand. “I 

don’t need them now. Maybe for Monday morning?”  

“No problem,” Leticia is cheery, her accent strong and sing-song with him. She takes the 

shoes, holding them with two curled fingers by the inside heels, and Cat imitates her hand under 

the table, wanting in the moment to do the same, to feel the imaginary weight of the shoes. 

Leticia puts the shoes in a paper bag. “I can do them tonight.” 
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“No rush,” and he is leaving.  

“Look Daddy, I made a picture,” Cat calls to him. 

“Wow, Catherine. You sure did.”  

“I made a sun and flowers and grass and everything!” 

“She used all the noodles. There won’t be anything left for dinner.” 

“Be sure to leave some for dinner, Catherine,” he says, and he is gone.  

“You make such a mess for me, Catherine. Dinner will be late because I have to clean all 

this up.” On the floor is a game of spaghetti pick-up sticks that Cat would like to play. Leticia 

sweeps it up. 

“She made a mess too!”  

At that, Claudia starts to whimper, and Leticia pulls a doll from her pocket and hands it to 

Claudia who trades it for the macaroni boxes. The doll has green hair that stands up, and Cat 

isn’t supposed to touch it.  

“I don’t want this stupid dinner,” She will go find her own special doll and not eat even if 

they beg her. Cat runs from the kitchen that smells so good and crashes into her mother in a long 

slinky purple dress. 

“Don’t run in the house, Catherine,” her mother says, brushing her silky dress where 

Cat’s hand had just touched it. Her hair is shiny and black with a little flip at the bottom.  

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Lillian. The girls made a big mess of everything,” Leticia says. 

“Don’t give them food to play with.” 

“Yes, Mrs. Lillian.” 

Her mother turns for Leticia to zip up her dress, and Leticia stands on her tip toes to close 

the little clasp at the top. Claudia reaches her doll up toward their mother and just manages to 



 

 

48 

reach the curl at the bottom to slide her doll down. “On no, love. Don’t mess up Mommy’s hair.” 

She jerks back, out of reach of Claudia and her doll. 

Cat watches from the kitchen doorway. She didn’t know her mother was home this whole 

time. “We have a slide in the play yard at school. When you get up to the top of the ladder you 

can see the whole play yard, and then you have to sit so your legs are in front and when you let 

go you zoom down so fast and you aren’t supposed to, but some of the kids go headfirst.” Travis 

is the king of this, riding an imaginary carpet through the air and landing far from the slide, and 

then running around to push his way to the top again. In the yard, Mrs. Pearlman isn’t there to 

tell him not to. 

Claudia begins to bang her doll on the table. That is usually the beginning of a tantrum. 

“Use your words,” their mother says, but doesn’t stay to hear them. “Marty are you ready?” she 

calls toward the back of the house. Cat tries to touch the purple dress without her mother 

noticing, just to feel the slinky shiny again as it swishes by her. There is a big mirror in the hall 

by the front door, and her mother stands in front of it, her lipstick in her hand, moving her mouth 

back and forth and opening and closing her eyes very slowly. Cat stands behind her, swiveling 

her own lips back and forth in the mirror.  

“Come here,” her mom says, and leans down to draws on Cat’s mouth with the waxy 

lipstick. “Now pucker them up like this,” she says, showing her how, and Cat presses her lips 

together and they both make smacking sounds like they are kissing the air. Her mom laughs. “It 

looks good on you,” and Cat looks at herself in the mirror and sees her mouth now the color of 

her mother’s, as though she is wearing her mother’s mouth. “Lucky lips always kissing,” her 

mother sings, her face above Cat’s in the mirror looking at Cat and smiling. Her mother takes 

Cat’s hand and starts to sway her body, and Cat follows along. Her mother hums and then sings 
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the line again and Cat sings with her, Lucky lips always kissing, and the two of them smack their 

lips, blowing kisses in the air and laughing. Her mother teaches her the rest, “Lucky lips are 

never blue, lucky lips will always find a pair that will stay true to you.” They move around the 

living room, her mother’s dress shimmering in the light as she twists her hips and Cat tries to 

move exactly like her mother does, twisting her feet and feeling the twist travel up her body, 

shaking her hair that doesn’t have a perfect wave but is short and doesn’t really move. Cat sings 

the song as loud as she can and then does a turn, and as she does, she peeks into the kitchen to 

see if Claudia is watching them, to see if Leticia notices her and her mom dancing around, but 

Claudia is bouncing her doll on Leticia head, the two of them giggling, and Cat stops singing. 

“I’m going to look terrible, Claudita!” Leticia says, her hair a trampoline for the little 

doll, and then their father is at the kitchen door, in his bathrobe and slippers, though it isn’t the 

morning. “Who’s going to look terrible?” he asks. 

“Leticia!” Cat says pointing, now in the doorway next to her father. “Leticia looks 

terrible. Claudia is making a mess of things.” 

They all look at Cat. “She doesn’t look terrible to me,” her father says, and Leticia 

straightens up, knocking the doll to the ground.  

“You haven’t even dressed yet?” Her mother has stopped dancing and singing. The 

puckered lips are now a firm line. She is standing on the other side of Cat. Cat looks from one 

parent to the other. 

“I’ll just be a minute. I need a quick shave and shower.” Cat tries to see the little hairs he 

will shave off.  

“I’m sorry,” Leticia says, smoothing her hair with one hand, her apron with the other, 

looking up at her father. “Was there something else you needed?”  
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“He needs to get ready,” her mother says. Cat hadn’t realized she was holding her 

mother’s shiny dress until her mother’s hand bats hers away. 

“Calm down, calm down. We’re not late yet,” her father says, laughing.  

“Well, we will be.”  

“Oh please. We’ve got plenty of time.” He puts his hand on Cat’s shoulder and smiles at 

her “Hey Catherine, what happened to your picture?” 

It takes a minute to realize what he is talking about. “Oh. Leticia threw it away.” 

“Awww,” he frowns with his whole face, like one of those droopy-faced dogs. 

“I don’t know why you do that,” her mother says. 

“What?” he asks, his face tight again, the dog gone.  

“Everyone’s a baby to you.”  

“What are you talking about? What does that even mean?” her father wants to know. 

“We’re all just your little girls.” He did say that about them, but her mother hadn’t 

seemed to mind before. 

“She is a little girl.” 

“We’re all just a little nut to crack open.” 

“Where do you get this shit? You sound like your friend Annette.” 

“You know what I’m talking about.” 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“I guess there’s such a thing as too young.” Her mother’s lip quivers a bit. Her arms are 

folded across her chest. Her fingernails making little white semi circles in her upper arms where 

she digs them in. Cat wants to uncurl the fingers one by one but is afraid to touch them, afraid 

they will dig into her as well. 
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“For Christ’s sake, what’s that supposed to mean?” His voice bounces around the room. 

“Never mind. Just get ready.” Her mother turns away from them, the little flip at the 

bottom of her mother’s hair has separated into pieces, no longer a perfect wave. “I’ll be in the 

car.” 

“God damn it to hell, Lillian,” and he is off down the hall toward their bedroom. 

Leticia has turned her back to them. She is drying things that are already dry.  

 

Mrs. Pearlman has set up plastic bins atop the long low shelving unit with a letter in front 

of each one. One by one, she calls each child to come read to her and then assigns them a letter. 

When it is Cat’s turn, she shows her a book with too many words. Cat stares at the page, waiting, 

though she isn’t sure for what. Finally, Mrs. Pearlman says, “Can you read any of it to me?” 

“I thought this year was for learning how.”  

“It is. I am just gauging where everyone is.” 

“I don’t think this is where I am,” Cat tells her.  

Mrs. Pearlman takes out another book with fewer words and Cat reads all the letters.  

“Okay. Now, can you put any of them together?” 

Cat says them together fast, hoping the words will form that way, but they don’t.  

“Everyone has to start somewhere,” Mrs. Pearlman says and writes something down in 

her big book. 

Every morning they have reading hour. They are allowed to read in the bin on either side 

of their letter bin, but most of their books should come from their Just Right bin. Cat is the only 

one who doesn’t have a bin to the left and has no interest in trying the books to the right. Fritz 

Wiese sits in the desk next to hers. His Just Right book has so many words there isn’t even room 
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for pictures. Cat’s has a yellow chick on the front and the name of the chick, but she can’t 

remember the name after Mrs. Pearlman said it. She reads the letters, F like flower, L like 

lollipop, O like orange, R like rabbit and A like apple. She tries to put them together and thinks 

of a rabbit deciding between an apple and an orange and wanting a flower made of lollipops. She 

pretends that’s what the book is about. Inside, the same chick from the front appears, only the 

drawings aren’t as good as the cover. It is just a black outline of the chick with none of the fur, 

just a jagged line, a container for a chick. There are four words on the page. They move across 

the page, jumbling. When Cat turns her head, she sees them unjumble and sees the name from 

the cover again and then more letters. She turns the page. The chick is pecking the ground, only 

there is nothing there, just a line for the ground and some dots. On the next page, the chick meets 

a baby duck in the water. The water is a misshapen circle around the duck with a few upside-

down V’s for waves. She would like to have crayons to color in the page. It could be the lightest 

of blues or maybe a soft brown. What color is a pond? On the next page, the chick is very small 

next to a baby cow. The chick barely reaches the top of the hoof. The cow bends its neck toward 

the chick. Can they really talk to each other? 

“I read that one.” Travis is standing at her desk, holding the edges, bouncing on his toes. 

Everyone else is in their chairs. “Flora. Now I’m reading one about a truck. Have you read it?” 

He talks fast and doesn’t even bother to whisper. 

“Probably,” Cat says, keeping her eyes down. Maybe he will go away.  

“I’ve read all of A bin and now I am reading B. I can recommend books to you if you 

want. I like the one about a car that gets lost. Have you read that one?” She feels the weight of 

him on the back of her desk. Last week, he accidentally overturned Debbie Fanburg’s desk one 

time when he was running around. All her penmanship papers scattered on the floor, and he went 
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to the principal’s office for the rest of the morning. He is leaning across her desk, and she can 

smell a mustiness on his shirt. She sniffs at her own to see if it has that smell, but it just smells 

regular, like nothing. “It’s the car that doesn’t like the city?” His head bounces to the rhythm of 

his feet; his hair swishes back and forth, a little blond curtain in front of his face. She pulls back 

a bit, afraid his moving head is going to bang into her. 

“Maybe,” she says quietly, hoping he will leave, not wanting to get in trouble, but Mrs. 

Pearlman isn’t saying anything. She is in the supply closet with the fresh stacks of paper and 

pencils that only she is allowed to open. “I’m reading now,” she tells him, and goes back to 

staring at the page. Eventually he leaves. 

 

One morning, Mrs. Pearlman calls Cat to her desk and introduces her to Mrs. Yonkin, 

who tells Cat to call her Heather. She is going to come twice a week and read with her. They sit 

in the hallway, and Cat follows Mrs. Yonkin-Heather’s finger and does her best to remember the 

words when Mrs. Yonkin-Heather says them. Sometimes the words wander, and she has to go 

find them. It is a treasure hunt, as long as they stay still. “Let’s try together,” she says, and Cat 

reads along when it is the words she recognizes and gets quiet on the ones she doesn’t know. 

Mrs. Yonkin-Heather has a son in the third grade, and Cat thinks about him later when she sees 

some older kids in the hall and wonders which one might be her son,and if Mrs. Yonkin-Heather 

sits with him at home and moves her finger under each word saying the words together.  

Travis goes out of the classroom with his own Mrs. Yonkin-Heather. His lady is older, 

and Cat wonders if it is for reading or something else. She wonders if he goes to the same spot in 

the hallway. Unlike when her lady comes, Travis stays in his chair until Mrs. Pearlman says she 



 

 

54 

doesn’t want to tell him again, and eventually he gets up and leaves, and the room gets quiet. 

Once, Mrs. Pearlman said, “We’ll get a half hour of peace now.” 

Sometimes she and Travis have read the same books, though there is nothing much to say 

about these books, but he still comes over to shows her what he has read. The stories are so 

repetitive that it is easy enough to look for the words Cat has learned, and skip over the ones she 

doesn’t know. That is reading. That is how she will spend the whole of first grade. Fritz Wiese 

has started bringing books from home.  

 

“Let’s make these for dinner.” Their mother hands Leticia a brown paper bag. “I picked 

them up at a farm stand.” 

“Did you see sheeps?” Claudia wants to know, she has been coloring sheep with a yellow 

crayon. She is in a new chair their mother bought that she says is like a great Dane, but it doesn’t 

look like one. It looks like a wooden ladder with a little belt on the top wrung. Cat can fit it in, 

but it is Claudia’s. Claudia still asks for the old chair, which is gone for good.  

“What sweetie?”  

“Sheep?” 

“She wants to know if there are sheep at the farm,” Cat explains. She is also curious 

about that. 

“Possibly. I just bought stuff at the stand.”  

Leticia takes a green pod out of the bag. It looks like a finger with big knuckles and tiny 

hairs. “What is it?” 

“Fresh peas,” their mother says. 
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“Peas, peas, peas,” Claudia says, taking it from Leticia and putting it up her nose until 

Leticia takes it back from her. Peas come with soft, squared carrots and short string beans, each 

one exactly an inch long. Claudia always eats the peas first. Cat likes putting the string beans 

between little rows of carrots and peas. If her mother sees, she tells her not to play with her food. 

Usually her parents don’t eat with them, and Leticia doesn’t care. This would just be peas.  

“How do we cook them?” Leticia asks. 

“Just cook them like you would normally,” her mother says and turns to leave the 

kitchen. 

“Will Mr. Marty be here for dinner?”  

Cat looks from the peas to her mother. Her mother smiles a hard smile that makes her 

face look wrong somehow, her bottom lip almost fully on top of her upper one, and Cat feels like 

she is breathing for her mom, as though her mom has stopped, and then her mother pushes all the 

air out of her mouth at once and says, “He certainly didn’t tell me. Maybe he tells you things.” 

Leticia is still holding the paper bag in one hand, with the other, she is reaching up 

toward their mother’s arm, but she doesn’t touch her, her hand just sits there in the air. “I’m 

sorry Mrs. Gloria. I didn’t mean anything.” 

“No you never do, do you. You just do whatever he likes. Leticia, if you don’t mind, 

Leticia, when you get a moment,” she says in a different voice, not his voice but not a nice one. It 

reminds Cat a little of Mrs. Pearlman when she speaks to Travis. “How far does that go?” their 

mother asks, the fake voice all gone, and then she is gone, and Cat takes one of the peas that 

doesn’t look like a pea and rolls it in her hand.  

 

* * * 
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Cat does her best to look like she is reading but reaches into her desk and takes out the 

new pencil she got today. She twirls it in her palms under the desk, feeling the rubberiness of the 

eraser, and peeks below the desk and pretends to erase a freckle on the back of her hand. She 

wonders what that perfect baby-pink eraser, with the square, straight edges would feel like in her 

ear. It is just the right size. She turns her head away from Mrs. Pearlman’s desk and sneaks it in. 

It can bend and turn the corner better than her pinky. She wobbles it back and forth as she 

scratches an invisible itch. It feels good in there, but she is afraid she will get caught. She slides 

the pencil back out, but the end part, with the eraser, stays behind. It’s like a little earplug. The 

room feels different with only one ear listening, even though no one is talking.  

She doesn’t tell Leticia about the eraser when she gets in the car, but when she gets 

home, she finds a little leather case with tiny scissors, a metal file and tweezers in her parents’ 

bathroom. She wishes she could play with the different parts of the case, but instead she takes 

out the tweezers. She climbs onto the sink counter and tries to see her ear by getting close to the 

mirror, but can’t see past her cheek. Reaching inside, watching her tweezer-hand in the mirror 

disappear into her ear, she can feel the cold, sharp touch of the metal tip against the sides of her 

ear before reaching the eraser, and then she doesn’t feel the tweezers, because they are touching 

the eraser, but when she tries to grab it, she comes away with nothing. She tries again and 

manages to pinch the skin inside her ear which hurts and leaves a little throbbing feeling. If she 

could just see it, she knows she could grab it.  

In the living room she finds Claudia playing with the coasters on the coffee table. “I have 

something magic to show you,” she whispers. Claudia looks toward the kitchen. “But you have 

to promise you won’t tell.” Claudia follows her to the bathroom. “It’s a magic secret is in my ear. 

A special secret just for you. But first you have to get it out.” 
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Claudia studies her. “Why?” she asks. 

“Otherwise, the magic won’t work. You can’t have it if you don’t take it out yourself.” 

Cat crosses her arms in a bluff that has worked before. When Claudia doesn’t leave, Cat sits on 

the toilet and hands her the tweezers. She tilts her head and Claudia gets close, her hair brushing 

against Cat’s face. “Can you see it?” 

“No.” Cat turns her head trying to give Claudia a better view.  

“There’s a flashlight in the kitchen drawer, go get it.” Claudia seems to consider this. 

“Tell her you want to check for monsters under the bed.” While she waits, Cat tries to shake it 

out, hitting the other side of her head, but nothing happens. Claudia comes back with the 

flashlight, ready to go to work.  

“Can you see anything? Something pink in the back?” 

“Pink,” Claudia repeats. 

“There is a little tunnel and in the back is the pink part. Can you see it? Do you think you 

can get it with the tweezers? 

“Don’t want it.” 

“You don’t know that yet. Just get it out, and if you don’t like it, you can trade it for 

something better.” 

Claudia holds the flashlight in one hand, the tweezers in the other. She pokes and Cat 

stifles a yell and Leticia is in the doorway. 

“What are you girls doing here?”  

“Nothing,” Cat says as Claudia whispers, “A secret.” 

“Catherine, what is the secret?” 
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Cat can’t think of what to tell her. She wonders if there is something else that would 

sound better.  

“Catherine’s ear.” Claudia offers, suddenly full of words, even in English that don’t get a 

reward. “It’s magic. It’s pink.” 

Leticia takes the flashlight and looks in Cat’s ear. 

“What is in there Catherine?” 

“It’s a pencil eraser,” Cat admits. “Do you think you get it out?”  

“It’s very deep. I don’t think I should try. Does it hurt?” she asks. 

“No,” though it does a little now, from all the poking. “Not really.” 

“Let’s see what your mother says.” And then she wraps an arm around Claudia and says, 

“Don’t you ever do that, Chicitita.” Cat stays behind. Her ear a dull throb. She tries tilting her 

head to the side and shaking again. Nothing budges. 

The rest of the afternoon is spent waiting for her mother, sitting in the living room on the 

big round chair that spins around. When she spins in one direction, she can hear the ocean, but 

not in the other. 

“Mrs. Lillian, I’m glad you’re here.” Cat stops spinning and listens through the good ear. 

“Oh, thank you, Leticia. There are groceries in the car. Would you mind bringing them 

in? I’m just going to lie down for a bit.” 

“Can you check on Cat? She got something in her ear.” 

“Okay. I’ll have a look when I get up.” But she forgets and so it seems does Leticia. Cat 

stands outside her mother’s door and hears her talking on the phone through the good ear. She 

isn’t supposed to listen in on people’s calls. “Mom, mom. Will you just let me finish,” her 

mother’s voice keeps getting louder. “I’m not saying that. I didn’t say I was coming home for 
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good. I’m sorry I said anything.” The phone makes a big noise as her mother hangs it up, and Cat 

tip toes back down the hall. 

They are having dinner in the kitchen, creamed spinach and shake-n-bake chicken that 

Claudia got to shake, when their father comes home. He stands in the doorway to the kitchen 

where the two girls sit at the table. “You didn’t wait for me?” This is one of his jokes.  

Claudia tells him everything. A jumble of “ear” and “eraser” and “Catherine” She reaches 

up to have him take her out of the chair, and he starts to, but then he looks to Cat.  

“What’s she saying?” 

“I have an eraser stuck in my ear,” Cat says and goes back to her chicken.  

“Did you know about this?” he asks Leticia, who is by the sink drying a big silver frying 

pan. 

“I told Mrs. Lillian.” 

Claudia is still trying to get someone to lift her out of her new chair. Neither her father 

nor Leticia does.  

Leticia hands him the flashlight and he grabs it from her and his hands have a hard time 

turning it on. Claudia tries to push the button, but he ignores her and gets the thing to go on. Cat 

turns her head, offering the ear. Her father leans in. He smells like cigarettes. His fingers are 

large and cold.  

Her mother comes into the kitchen, her hair is in the hot rollers Cat and Claudia can’t 

play with. “What are you doing?” she asks him. 

 “God damn it, Lillian. Did you know Catherine got an eraser in her ear?” 

“Catherine, why didn’t you say something?” her mother asks. Cat looks at Leticia who 

has turned back toward the sink. 
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 “I forgot.” 

“How can you forget a thing like that? How did you get an eraser in your ear?” 

Cat starts to cry. 

“Let’s calm down a minute,” her father says. 

“I’m asking her a question, Marty. I just want to understand how it happened,” her 

mother says. “Catherine, did someone do that to you?” 

“Yes.” It was such a better version of things. She hadn’t done something stupid. Someone 

had done it to her. 

Who, Catherine?” her father asks, his face close to hers. “Who did this? What exactly 

happened?” 

“I was just sitting there reading.” That was true. She had been sitting there, pretending to, 

meaning to read.  

“I can’t believe someone would do that,” her mother says. “What did the teacher do?” 

Cat has no answer for that, but her father doesn’t wait. She can see a little vein pulsing in 

and out on the side of his big forehead. “Catherine, you have to tell us who did this.”  

 “Travis.” 

  

In the morning, both her parents take her to the doctor. They don’t have an appointment 

and are told they will have to wait. There are a lot of mothers and babies there, a few toddlers 

and one girl older than her. No other dads. There is a funny shaped table in the middle of the 

room, like the kind she had in nursery school, and she sits there and plays with the little kid stuff 

in the middle, wooden puzzles with little knobs in the center of each piece. Someone must have 
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dumped out all the pieces and just left them. Cat begins to make piles of things, a dog pile, a 

horse pile. 

“You used to love these,” her father says, sitting in one of the little chairs next to her; his 

knees don’t fit under the table, so he stretches his legs out long to the side. There is another chair, 

but her mother doesn’t sit with them. She is looking through the stack of magazines on the other 

side of the room. Cat watches her choose one and take a seat in one of the grown-up chairs.  

“Look at this, I found you a dog,” her father says, handing her a spotted dog with a red 

collar. Cat puts it in the dog pile. They sort the mess of pieces — farm animals, vehicles and 

vegetables — into the various puzzle boards. “We should come here every Saturday,” he jokes. 

Once sorted, Cat carries the finished puzzle to the shelf and looks at the books. She sees 

“The Cat in the Hat.” Miss Wilson called her that one day in the play yard when it was cold, and 

she was wearing her red striped hat. She hadn’t known it was a book. She is pleased that she can 

read all those words. She takes it over and sits next to her dad.  

“I’m going to read to you,” she tells him, and reads the title out loud. 

“Look at you Catherine,” he says, and she feels proud.  

It is an easy book. She knows this somehow, though it isn’t one from her classroom, and 

she doesn’t know what bin it would be in. There is a picture of a little house with a window and 

two children looking out the window. Outside it is raining and a funny looking tree is getting 

blown about by the rain. The first few words she knows, “The sun did not,” she reads, but she 

doesn’t know the last word and so she spells it, “S-H-I-N-E.” Slowly she reads the next line. She 

knows “it” and “was” and “too” looks like “to” but she doesn’t know “wet,” though it is a little 

word, she hasn’t had it before. And so, she spells again, “it was to W-E-T to play so we sat in the 

h-o-u-s-e all that cold w-e-t day.” 
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Her father laughs his laugh. “Okay,” he says. She is waiting for him to say the words she 

spelled, like Mrs. Yonkin-Heather. She waits and when he doesn’t, she turns the page where it is 

inside the house and you can see the two kids in the window from behind. There is a bicycle and 

a little tennis racket. She would like to be able to draw a bicycle like that. She traces the shape of 

it, trying to remember the lines.  

“I like this book,” she tells her father. “I like the bicycle.” 

“Do you?” he laughs at this and puts his arm around her. “I think you’re ready to ride a 

bicycle. Do you want me to teach you?” 

“I would like to know how to draw it.” 

“Oh, I can’t teach you that. I can barely draw a straight line,” he laughs. “Your mom can 

draw. When I met her, she was planning to go to art school.” They both look over at her mother 

who is turning the pages of her magazine. “She probably wishes she’d gone.” Cat had no idea. 

She didn’t know there was a school just for art. That sounds like a much better kind of school. 

She wants to tell him that, tell him about school, but he gets up and stretches his big hands above 

his head. “I can’t sit in that little chair anymore, sorry Catherine. You read to yourself. I’ll check 

on the doctor.”  

 

The three of them go into the office together. Cat sits on the white paper bed and her 

mother takes the only chair. When the doctor comes in her father shakes his hand and thanks him 

for seeing them. “On a Saturday, no less. I’m sure you’d rather be on the greens. I know I 

would,” and both of them laugh. And then her mother walks over to Cat and runs her hand 

through Cat’s hair, she can feel the long nails as they press into her scalp. “Doctor, we so 
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appreciate you making time to see Catherine. A kid at school put a pencil in her ear.” Her mother 

takes her hand away. “People can be so cruel.” 

“That’s terrible. Let’s take a look.” The doctor has a better flashlight and better tweezers, 

but in the end he places a tube over her ear to suck the eraser out that makes a scary noise in her 

head. When they get home, Claudia wants the eraser, but Cat tells her the doctor kept it.  

 

Monday morning, her father says he will take her to school. He doesn’t drop her off in 

the car line like Leticia does, instead he parks in the upper parking lot with the teachers’ cars and 

walks with her. When they cross the driveway, he takes her hand. His is too big for her to hold, 

but she likes the padded feel of it and wraps her hand around two of his fingers. 

She’s never been early before. There are a few kids playing who she doesn’t know. He 

tells her to wait outside while he goes in, “I won’t be long,” he promises. She watches the school 

bus pull up in front. When the doors open, kids squeeze out, one after another. Travis is one of 

the bus kids. They are all a bit like Travis, loud and full of energy. He pushes past the others, a 

ball in his hands, which he drops and kicks into the air as soon as he clears the curb. It bounces 

off the side of the building. He sees her and stops running for a second, smiles at her and then 

runs after the ball, pinging a boy with it and saying “got you” when he hits him. 

Before the first bell rings to tell the kids to line up, her father finds her waiting for him 

where he left her, by a post near the front door. “It’s all going to be okay,” he tells her. He puts 

his big hand on her shoulder. It is warm and heavy, and she would like him to leave it there a 

little longer, but then the bell rings, and he walks away. When she goes into class, Mrs. Pearlman 

calls roll, tells everyone to take out their reading, and asks Cat and Travis to come up to her desk 

at the front.  
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“I understand there was an incident on Friday that I was unaware of.” Travis looks at the 

floor. “Travis, you can start by apologizing to Catherine.” 

Travis looks at Catherine and says he is sorry. He doesn’t ask what he is meant to have 

done.  

“It’s okay,” Cat says, but Mrs. Pearlman says otherwise. 

“It is not okay. You do not touch other people, Travis. You do not put foreign objects in 

their bodies. There will be consequences.”  

Travis doesn’t ask what foreign object he was meant to put in a part of her body. Mrs. 

Pearlman sends him to Mr. Henson’s office with a note that Cat cannot read. Cat goes back to 

her desk and waits for Travis to come back, but he doesn’t. At recess, she sees him on the slide. 

She wants to know if he is in a lot of trouble, but when he sees her, he leaves the line for the 

slide and runs in the opposite direction.  

The next day at recess, she watches as he vaults over the top of the ladder, his mouth an 

open grin, and flies down the shiny metal surface. He lands so far from the bottom of the slide he 

almost hits the concrete path with his head. She is standing there when he gets up. 

“Hi Travis.” 

He looks around, as though checking if anyone is looking at them. “I’m not supposed to 

go near you,” he says.  

“Oh,” she says. “I don’t mind.” He doesn’t move away. “I wanted to say I was sorry, for 

getting you in trouble, for blaming you.” 

“What did you blame me for?”  

“It was something I did, but I said you did it.” It felt good to tell him that. “I’m sorry.” 

“I’m in the other class now. But I’m not supposed to ever talk to you.” 
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“Okay,” she says. But he doesn’t leave right away and then the bell rings and they line up 

outside of different doors. 

During quiet time, when she looks at everyone reading, and at the spot where his desk 

used to be, she thinks about him in the other classroom with the pretty teacher in her first year 

and wonders if he is building a bridge out of popsicle sticks or getting ready to go on a field trip 

to buy stamps.  
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So Many Things Can Go Wrong 

 

At recess on the third day of school, Travis bolted out the back door of the classroom, 

made a dash for the kickball diamond, and then remembered what Mr. Hanson had told him that 

morning and walked away. Last year, he spent every morning all morning waiting and longing 

for recess. That was by far the best part of school, when the bell rang, and you could explode out 

the back door of the classroom into the play yard, yell and run and play games. Some kids, 

mostly the girls, just stood around. He didn’t understand that at all. He spent every minute in 

motion, usually at kickball, but some days it was cops and robbers --he was up for anything, 

though his favorite games involved a ball. 

The bus usually got to school early and there were always kids on the blacktop out front. 

If it was tag, he liked to be it, liked to run after everyone. He could have caught them, but 

preferred making them take off and then darting after someone else, letting it stay his turn as 

long as possible. If someone brought a ball, they played dodgeball, and he liked nothing as much 

as murdering the ball into the other side, trying to hit more than one person with it at a time. 

After school, everyone scattered, some walked home, a bunch got into cars, but there was always 

a game out front, and he would get a few minutes until he got called by the bus driver and it had 

to end. The bus was fun too, a moving party. You could talk as loud and as much as you wanted, 

you could holler even, and the driver just sometimes said, quiet down back there, but you never 

got in trouble. You could snatch a backpack and toss it around. Once, someone found a forgotten 

old lunch bag on the ground and threw it. It hit a girl who shrieked, but then they played hot 

potato all the way until Travis’s stop. That was a great day. After that, he always looked for 

something on the ground to set in motion. In the mornings it was harder to get anything going. 
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He made a game of stepping on as many feet as he could as he got on, looking for kids who 

weren’t paying attention, but most knew to pull their feet up high to avoid getting stomped. 

But that was last year. Last year he took the bus with Charlie, two grades ahead but in his 

building. They had their route, down the stairs because the building elevator didn’t work half the 

time and smelled like piss, and it was only six flights, and they could race, and Travis, though he 

never beat Charlie at wrestling, was faster and usually won, unless Charlie tackled him on the 

landing and beat him that way. They tagged out the back door that was supposed to be for fires 

and stuff, but was always open, and let out into a field where they could find stuff, old tires that 

they could roll down the hill or hubcaps that they could try and throw like frisbees. Charlie lived 

on the same floor with his mom, three doors down, in the same size apartment, a bedroom in the 

back for sleeping and a room in the front for eating and other stuff.  

But this year Charlie wasn’t on the bus, and Travis sat in their seat by himself, and at 

recess in the play yard he didn’t know anyone. They were all first graders who still looked like 

kindergartners. That’s when he saw the girl on the swing. He remembered her. Last year she 

stood around with a group of girls and sometimes he played rhino into them, and they would 

scream and scatter. In kindergarten, they had to draw pictures of themselves, and the teacher 

hung them on the wall. Most were loopy circles with round eyes and no nose, but she had drawn 

something that looked like her, so much so that though he couldn’t read her name, he knew it 

was hers by the eyes, the hair and something about the mouth. Now she was on the swing, not 

really swinging, scraping the ground with her shoes and rocking a bit at first grade recess. She 

was the only person he recognized. He bounded over and sat on the swing next to her. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked. 

“Swinging.” 
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“But it’s first-grade recess. Aren’t you in second?” 

“I have to do first again.” They swung for a while, but she didn’t go very high. “I was 

supposed to do summer school, but my mom took us to my grandmother’s all summer instead.” 

She got quiet, and he had to stop the swing with his foot to hear her. “So, I have to do first again, 

for reading.” 

Travis had spent all summer with Charlie, and, though sometimes they ran out of things 

to do, it was still better than being in school.  

“Why do you have to do first again?” she wanted to know. 

He didn’t know. At the end of the summer, his brother told him he was repeating first 

grade because he messed up last year and shouldn’t mess up this one as well. It was the same day 

he learned that Charlie was moving away. Charlie’s mother was moving in with her boyfriend 

and taking Charlie with her. Charlie wasn’t sure where. “She says it better than this dump,” 

Charlie had said, kicking the elevator door and leaving a little dent in the corner. “I have to 

change schools.”  

“Maybe you can come live with me and Joey, instead?” Travis had said, but Charlie 

didn’t think she’d let him. His mom wasn’t like Travis’s, and Travis figured that was probably 

true.  

“I don’t know why,” Travis finally told her, his toe making a hole in the dirt as he twisted 

in the swing. 

“Didn’t they give you a reason?” she asked. 

He remembered Joey reading something, a letter, when he told him the news about 

repeating. But Charlie’s moving away had been the gut punch. By the time he learned the school 

stuff, he didn’t really care. “I think it said I wasn’t ready for 2nd grade.”  
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He didn’t even know that Charlie’s mother had a boyfriend. She baked cakes, cakes like 

he’d never have believed, three stories high with all kinds of colors on them, flowers and stuff. It 

smelled up the whole front room with sweetness that they weren’t ever allowed to have. It was a 

cruel thing to have all those cakes coming out of the oven and never getting a piece. Charlie 

seemed used to not having any of them, and Travis figured he would get used to it eventually. 

But that hadn’t happened yet. When he came by to get Charlie, she would be mixing things into 

bowls or making colorful flowers with her tubes of icing. Sometimes she’d be up on a stool to 

reach the top of one the tall cakes. One time, the kitchen was covered in cupcakes, rows and 

rows, and she told them they could each have one. The cupcakes had animal faces painted in 

icing and sprinkles, pandas and puppies and kittens, but Charlie said he didn’t want one, and 

Travis could not for the life of him understand why, and asked if he could have Charlie’s as well. 

Charlie’s mother laughed at that and said he could have one ,and as he went to select the biggest 

cupcake, she took a plain, unfrosted one from the pan and gave it the smallest smear of icing, so 

it was nothing like the ones lined up on the table with colorful candy eyes and licorice whiskers 

on icing piled as high as the cake below.  

“For me, it was just reading,” she said. She told him about a test they gave her at the end 

of the year. He wondered if he had also taken a test and failed it. He didn’t remember. “Did your 

lady wear a tie? Like a man’s tie?” 

He had no memory of the test. He wasn’t so good about things like that. 

He couldn’t remember the girl’s name, and when he asked her she seemed surprised he 

didn’t know, but she told him it was Cat, though no one called her that.  

“What do they call you?” 

“Catherine.” 
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“Oh. I like Cat better.”  

“Me too.” She smiled at him. She knew his name already. He asked her what sports she 

liked to play, and she said she didn’t play any, and he told her how much he liked all of them and 

began naming them all. 

In the middle of the play yard was the kickball diamond and they watched a kid get 

tagged out as he ran to first. “Why aren’t you playing one now?” she wanted to know. 

That’s when he told her what Mr. Hanson had said that morning, how, on account of 

everyone being so much smaller than him, and his history, he couldn’t play with a ball at recess 

anymore. He’d asked about tag and the slide, and Mr. Hanson had said, “we’ll see.” After that, 

they just swung for a while, Travis pumped his legs to go higher, encouraged her to do the same, 

and showed her how to jump off, but she didn’t jump, and so they fell into a rhythm, swinging 

higher and higher, and then he jumped and got back on and settled into her rhythm. It wasn’t the 

worst recess. 

Cat was in a different first grade class, so he only saw her in the play yard, but on Friday 

they had gym, and all the first grades were together. Gym was as good as recess. He liked Coach. 

While everyone else sat crisscross applesauce facing Coach, who took a knee and explained the 

rules of whatever they were playing, Coach didn’t mind if Travis stood in the back and bounced 

on his heels, as long as he listened. He was good that way. Travis noticed Cat sitting off to the 

side. 

Today they were doing lineup games, which wasn’t a sport, but more fun than anything 

they had done that morning in class. Coach explained the rules, blew his whistle, and had them 

all run to the back wall and arrange themselves by height as fast as they could. Travis was a head 

taller than all of them. Cat came and stood next to him, the second tallest in the grade. Coach 
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held his stopwatch and told them thirty seconds and hurry, hurry, and Travis looked at Cat and 

stood still. They weren’t babies who needed more time. When everyone was finally in place, 

Coach blew his whistle and said, 54 seconds. There was a general excitement among the line. 

Some of the kids nodded their heads as though hearing a beat inside, and a few swung their arms 

banging their fists back against the padded wall of the gym as Coach said the next one was 

harder. Coach blew the whistle and said to line up by the month of your birthday. This went a lot 

slower with some kids not remembering the sequence of the months, still having to be told 

October comes before November, and a few people getting bossy with everyone else. Travis was 

January and so it was easy enough. He could have just stayed where he was but he stepped out 

and watched Cat fall in to a scramble toward the other end of the line as kids reshuffled, and 

when they all finally settled, Coach blew the whistle again and had them yell out their month and 

so it was January January January a few Februarys so many Marches, an April or two, and down 

the line. Cat was October, and Travis wondered what day. And then they were lining up by the 

first letters of their first name, and Travis didn’t know anyone’s name except for Cat, but he went 

toward the other end of the line and said T, T, T as a lot of kids were saying M, M, or P , P and 

found his spot next to the other Ts. There were a bunch of them, mostly boys whose names he 

didn’t know but he thought of them all as Ts now. He wondered how many more games they 

would have to play before he stood next to Cat again and he could ask her about her birthday. 

 

They were learning about bridges again. A bridge study, his teacher called it. He’d been 

in this class last year, and he had heard this stuff before, but he didn’t remember it. “Bridges are 

built by engineers,” she told them, “Who have to do big math calculation, and check their figures 

many times to make sure it is exactly right, otherwise the bridge might collapse. It is very precise 
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work. You have to be very thorough, as so many things can go wrong.” She put up pictures of 

different bridges and told them about the one they would be visiting on Friday. 

He had liked the part where they got to build with popsicle sticks, though he got in 

trouble for knocking one over and told that if he kept it up, he wouldn’t be allowed on the field 

trip this year either. But she hadn’t said anything to him since, so he figured he was going. She 

made a big deal about being on time and wearing walking shoes and bringing a pack lunch, but 

in the morning, Joey was already gone and he couldn’t find anything in the fridge for a pack 

lunch, and he wasn’t sure what good walking shoes were. He found a pair of Joey’s old work 

boots, though he couldn’t find socks anywhere. He wouldn’t learn the gravity of the mistake 

until the end of the day, when his feet would be hot, red, and blistered, but even on the school 

bus, after walking barely at all, he felt the heat of it, his feet knocking about inside Joey’s too-big 

work boots. 

He was partnered with a little girl whose mother was on the trip. She kept turning around 

to look at them. “Susie, stay close. Hold your partner’s hand,” the mother said. The girl touched 

his pinkie but then took her hand away. There were a few mothers, and Travis thought of his 

mother for a moment and then tried to put the thought away. His left heel was rubbing the back 

of the shoe with each step, and he tried to set it down with care to lessen the friction. He 

wondered how the mothers got picked. 

“Susie…Susie…No more fussing. Come up and take my hand, and Travis you can take 

my other.” Travis followed Susie up and took her mother’s hand. She had colored fingernails and 

her shoes had a little heel in the back, and he wondered if they were good walking shoes. He 

wanted to ask if her shoes ever rubbed, but she had her own questions. 

“Travis how is this year going for you?” 
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“Fine Ma’am.” 

“Aren’t you polite.” 

“Thank you Ma’am.” 

“I think Susie’s just a little nervous because she isn’t used to you.” 

“Sorry Ma’am.” 

“It’s not your fault Travis. Now isn’t this fun, going to see the 16th Street Bridge? I don’t 

know how many times I’ve driven over it, but I never studied it before. Can you tell me what 

you’ve learned?” 

Susie began to recite facts that were vaguely familiar to Travis, about steel trusses and 

arches and spans, and her mom encouraged her, coaxing her along. It went on like that and then 

her mother said, “Susie, let’s give Travis a chance,” and then the two of them waited and then 

she asked Travis how long the bridge was. 

“I don’t know,” he said, and then Susie told them, and her mom said she was right and 

smiled. And then she asked Travis when it was built, and he said he didn’t know, and then Susie 

told them. Sometime Susie was wrong, and her mother corrected her and reminded her that they 

had reviewed that part just this morning over breakfast, and Travis tried to imagine that breakfast 

where you reviewed facts about a bridge. He imagined eggs and bacon and maybe a glass of 

orange juice and a dad and a dog who had been fed and didn’t whine for whatever they were 

having but just lay there on the ground. Or maybe the house was too clean for a dog. He wanted 

to ask Susie’s mother if they had a dog and not just tell her how little he knew about the 16th 

Street Bridge. 

“What do you remember Travis, from what you learned about the bridge?”  
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He thought about that. The teacher had been talking about the bridge all week. “They 

messed up when they tried to clean the statues,” he told her. “They got in trouble.” That was 

what had stayed with Travis. The workers who were trying to clean the horse statues at the top 

had stripped the natural patina off the sculptures and done irreparable harm to them, and from 

now on, workers weren’t to be trusted to clean things until a committee of esteemed architects 

supervised them.  

 

Cat got glasses, and it was as though she had superpowers. She told Travis all the things 

she could see. They were things Travis had always been able to see, but now it seemed Cat could 

too, and she was so happy about it, he was happy for her. He played along, asking her, What’s 

over there by the fence? and she described the jungle gym and told him who was on it and what 

they were wearing. They were in the oak tree in the corner of the play yard that was a bit out of 

sight, and no one had told them not to climb it. Cat was good at climbing, and they sat in the 

upper branches looking out over the yard.  

“And before you got them, what did it all look like?” 

“I don’t know. Blurry I guess.” 

Travis wondered what that would be like. He wondered if there were glasses for the 

things he couldn’t see. 

“What about up close? Do they change things there too?” 

“They’re supposed to help me read, to keep the letters from moving.” 

He liked that idea of the letters moving, like playing a game of chase with words. It 

sounded more fun that just staring at them. “How do the letters move?” 
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“I don’t know. They just do, but only for me. Not for most people.” She really did have 

superpowers. 

 

He was waiting for Cat on the swing. When she reached him, she handed him a square 

white envelope. Inside was a card with her name and address and a date. He was pleased that he 

could read all of it, though he didn’t know when the date was, as he wasn’t sure about stuff like 

that. She told him it was this Saturday. He asked what kind of party it was, and she said the 

birthday kind. 

He hadn’t been to a birthday party since the beginning of first grade last year when David 

Spivak invited the whole grade and they had gone bowling. Joey had driven him and stayed at 

the bar in the back while they all bowled. There were a lot of moms at the party, not bowling 

with the kids, but getting them cups of juice and passing out the cake and cheering for the kids 

who knocked down pins. It was Travis’s first time in a bowling alley, and he liked it. He’d seen 

it on TV and knew Joey sometimes bowled, but he’d never held a ball before and rolled it down 

a shiny smooth floor like that, taking aim and hoping to get all the pins. He wished it was the 

kind where you put your finger in the three holes, but when he asked one of the moms, she 

explained that they were too little for that. And then she said, “Well maybe not you Travis,” and 

he didn’t know if he should be pleased or not. But this wasn’t likely to be a bowling party. 

 

They had to look at a map to find where she lived, and it was a house with a lawn in front 

and a lot of steps going up. Joey said he would nap in the car and stretched out as soon as Travis 

got out. Travis didn’t know she lived in a house like that. There was a screen door, and he could 

see inside, but the party didn’t seem to be there. He wondered if he had the right place and then a 
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little girl came and stood on the other side of the screen and stared up at him. She looked like a 

little version of Cat. He didn’t know there was a sister. 

“Is this where Cat lives?” He asked her, but she didn’t answer, just stared at him, and 

then walked away. Soon a woman came in a white dress, like a nurse maybe.  

“Are you here for the party? Come on in,” and she said everyone was out back and asked 

the little sister if she would show him where everyone was, but the girl buried her face in that 

white dress and shook her head. “We’ll show him together,” she said, and she held the girl’s 

hand who walked on the other side, and Travis thought of Susie from his class who knew 

everything about bridges and didn’t want to hold his hand. 

Outside was a big deck with grown-ups, and Travis wondered if Joey was supposed to be 

there, but they were all dressed up, with iced drinks in their hands, laughing, and he couldn’t see 

Joey with them. And then the woman in the white dress bent down a bit and said, “The kids are 

over there, in the backyard, and he saw behind the grown-ups was a set of stairs that led down to 

a backyard that was even bigger than the play yard at school. Cat had never said anything about 

that.  

He looked for Cat and found her by herself, even though there were a lot of kids there. 

She was holding a little black dog. “Travis, look! I got a puppy! My dad got me a puppy!” 

“Wow,” he said. Joey had a dog when Travis got there, but he didn’t know that dog when 

he was a puppy. It got hit by a car. Travis didn’t tell any of that to Cat. 

“I’m thinking of calling her Daisy. My mom said my dad has to keep her at his place and 

that I can see him on weekends, but he didn’t say yes to that. We might have to give her back.” 

The dog started to squirm, and Cat set him down, and he walked unsteadily on his little legs and 

the two of them followed. Across the yard there were kids playing keep away with a giant ball 
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and Travis watched them while Cat watched the dog. “You can go play with them if you like,” 

she said.  

Travis went over and was one of the monkeys in the middle, but in seconds, he had 

gotten the ball and then he was on the outside tossing it across the sea of kids, high in the air. He 

recognized a few girls, but the boys he didn’t know. After keep-away, they played tag, which 

was fun, and then someone got them in a big circle and had them play duck duck goose, which 

seemed a little young, but Travis was into it, as Cat had joined, the new puppy in her lap. Cat’s 

sister was there too. It was a little boring. A big circle and a lot of sitting, like school, waiting for 

his turn, but eventually, someone goosed him, and Travis caught the kid no problem, even 

though he was one of the older boys he’d been playing keep away with. The kid had to sit in the 

middle, and then it was Travis’s turn. He ran around the circle, bonking each head and saying 

duck. He would have goosed Cat, as she was the only one he knew, but she had the puppy, so 

when he came to her sister he goosed her instead, he was even thinking of letting her tag him, or 

at least giving her a chance, but instead of getting up and running after him, she started to cry 

and just left the circle, and so he goosed another kid, a boy he didn’t know and then the sister 

was back, in her dad’s arms and the dad kept saying, “Who hit my daughter?” With one hand the 

sister rubbed her teary eyes, and with the other, she pointed at Travis.  

“Let’s have a little talk,” the father said to him, and Travis got up, but Cat did too.  

“He didn’t do anything, and Claudia wasn’t even supposed to play with us!” 

“I’m sorry Catherine, I just want to know what happened.” 

“What always happens,” she said, stomping away, the little dog still in her arms. 
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The dad led Travis away from the circle to the side of the house, but the game didn’t 

continue without them. All the kids watched and listened as the father asked him his name. 

Travis told him, and the father looked surprised. 

The name seemed to mean something to him, like it was a bad kid’s name. Or maybe he 

knew something about Travis’s mother. Something Travis didn’t know. “I didn’t realize you’d 

be here,” he said, and then he turned around and calling back to the grown-ups on the deck. 

“Lillian, can you come down here?” and when a woman came over, he said, “This is Travis,” but 

it wasn’t an introduction, he didn’t stop for her to say anything to him. “Apparently, Cat invited 

him.” 

The mother studied Travis for a minute then looked at the father. “Let it rest. Don’t go 

playing the devoted father now,” and she went back to the other grownups.  

The father, still holding the sister, wasn’t done, “I want to hear a real apology from you 

young man,” he said, and Travis told the sister he was so sorry if he had hurt her, and the father 

seemed okay with this, but Travis didn’t go back to the other kids; instead, he went to the table 

that was set with paper hats and little cups with candies and paper plates decorated with colorful 

balloons. Later, they would all be sitting there and having lunch. Travis got hungry at the thought 

of that. On a separate table in the back were a dozen cupcakes that looked like the kind Charlie’s 

mom made, with blue and pink frosting piled as high as the cakes themselves. He stood by the 

cupcakes watching the back door for Cat and then looked back at the cupcakes. She didn’t come, 

and then, because no one seemed to notice, he took a cupcake and ate it fast and then another and 

another.  

He stood there, waiting for Cat, but she didn’t come back outside and soon the cupcakes 

were half gone. He took one more, smashed it into his mouth, and went back through the house 
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and out the front door. Outside was Joey in the car, the window down, asleep across the front 

seat. Travis opened the door. 

“You done already?” he said, sitting up. 

“Yea.” 

“How was it? Did they do anything special?”  

“No.” He didn’t want to tell Joey. “It was just a regular birthday party.”  

As they drove home, Travis thought about the men who weren’t allowed to fix the statues 

on the bridge anymore and of the cupcakes and how tasty they were. 
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He Knew Nothing 

 

Fay couldn’t stop looking at the kid, at his impossibly long torso, how he folded his body 

in half as he got ready to get in the pool, like those green rubber Gumby dolls kids used to play 

with. Eighteen, 19 maybe, almost half her age. She watched the line of the ribs move from the 

front across his narrow side, slanting up and still visible in back. He had little muscle ripples but 

mostly just that thin layer of pinkish skin over his bones, though she could see the beginning of 

effort starting to pay off on his chest and in his lats, but he had a long way to go. His arms hung 

down almost to the bottom of his swim trucks, as though stretched from the socket. She didn’t 

know his real name. They didn’t use proper names. The neighbor’s girl was Tammy, but he 

called her Clam, or Clamsy, and she called him Bim. 

“Use the pool whenever you like,” Tammy’s mother said when Fay moved in at the 

beginning of summer. The woman probably felt guilty. They were the big house, the real house 

with two stories, a yard, one of those built-in barbeques with stonework, and an in-ground pool; 

she was the apartment over the garage. She couldn’t figure out why they needed to rent it out, but 

people are strange. No point psychoanalyzing them. Maybe it was a tax thing. They seemed like 

people who would know their way around a loophole.  

She hadn’t thought to go sit by the pool until she heard his voice amidst the splashing and 

laughter. At first, the high shrill shrieks of the girl annoyed her. She’d gotten high and was 

dozing in the one good chair in her apartment, her jaw open and slack, letting in too much air, 

her tongue and the roof vying for whatever bit of moisture they could find. A Coke can sat on the 

floor next to her, but when she shook it she could hear a cigarette butt inside. She made her way 
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to the kitchen sink and tilted her head under the faucet. That’s when she heard the deep voice of 

the boy say, “Dude!” and wondered what he looked like.  

She should tell them off. She was on her feet five days a week, and they were privileged 

entitled fucks. Instead, she lit the end of the too small joint and sucked the heat until it burned 

her lungs, pulled on a pair of shorts, picked up an old magazine from the floor, a dull tan towel 

from the bathroom, and walked down the rickety wooden outdoor stairs. Tammy’s sporty spice 

car was there, gleaning. Sometimes Fay wanted to key it. She made her way across the driveway 

to the tall hedgerow with its perfect crew cut and little cut-through of an entrance. They barely 

looked up.  

Tammy, she knew, was going to college in the fall, somewhere in another state, she 

couldn’t remember where, though the mother had a lot of false modesty when she told her the 

name. It meant nothing to Fay. He would probably go off to college too, take his lanky body to 

some artificial sandpit on the fraternity lawn. There was a row of chaise lounges by the pool, 

with little tables in between, just waiting for a cabana boy to come take her order. At the thought 

of that, she got thirsty again and wondered what the fuck with the magazine and the towel when 

what she wanted was something to drink.  

She had read the magazine two months ago when the news of the royal’s baby made 

headlines. She had picked it up from the table in the waiting room at the animal hospital where 

she worked, rolled it up and threated a Doberman with it, showing its owner her old-school 

methods of keeping dogs in line. None of this treat shit, she’d said. You couldn’t say that to all of 

them, but she could tell he was old-school himself. She had given him her number, told him to 

call if he had any trouble, but she hadn’t heard from him. He wasn’t her type, but he looked like 

the any-kind type, and she thought he’d call. Oh well.  
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She gave up the pretense of reading about Matthew McConaughey’s new tattoo and just 

watched the two of them in the pool. They never just swam. It was all inane splashing and 

complicated invention. They made games out of everything. Who could swim the furthest 

underwater, who could stand on their hands the longest. They were fucking toddlers.  

“My legs were straighter, right?” Tammy asked Fay when she came up, “even if I didn’t 

last as long?” She seemed to assume Fay was watching, the arrogance of it.  

“Don’t ask me,” Fay said as though she hadn’t been paying attention. Tammy’s legs were 

straighter, but the boy’s feet waving aloft, hairless little boots at the end of his wet downy limbs 

had held her attention. 

In one race they started lying down on the lawn, yards from the pool and ended in the 

deep end, upside down, their legs from knee to foot resting on the concrete rim, their torsos 

thrust upside down and backward into the water to touch the wall beneath with the backs of their 

heads, using their arms to propel themselves downward. Who could even tell who had won, but 

they came up laughing, both declaring victory. They stayed like that for a while, hanging off the 

rim of the pool, and Fay studied the fullness of his knees, the sinewy tendon that came off the 

sides and extended down his thighs back into the water. She wondered if the two of them ever 

had sex in the pool. 

“Clams, I’m fam,” he said, and Tammy offered her arm which he pretend to eat like corn 

on the cob, and then they hopped out, shook off on the side of the pool, and took perfectly folded 

towels from a stack in a little outdoor cabinet to be restocked by the maid whose services were 

not included in the rent, Fay thought every Monday and Friday, when she passed her on her way 

up the hill, walking from the bus stop as Fay made her way down. “Hola,” Fay would say to her, 
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though she didn’t remember her name. The woman just smiled. Maybe she didn’t even speak 

Spanish. 

“Can we get you anything?” Tammy asked Fay. There was a condescension, as though 

she were ladling chipped beef at a soup kitchen. The candy striper. 

“No thanks, I’ll just go for a swim now that you two are finished.” Fay looked to see how 

this registered, if the girl sized up Fay’s scraggly toenails, home-dyed hair, and the cellulite of 

her thighs, and thought about having it in her fancy-ass pool. Mom, that lady’s in our pool! But 

she just said, “Have fun!” 

Fay had no intention of swimming. She didn’t see the point. Getting wet and, if you 

didn’t wash the chlorine off, your skin dried out like it was being sucked from the inside, itching 

in misery. It was a bother. Instead, when they were gone and it was clear they weren’t coming 

back, she went back to her place and took pleasure in imagining what they were doing up in 

Tammy’s bedroom in the big house.  

 

“He seems a nice boy, your boyfriend,” she said to Tammy on Tuesday. Tammy had put 

the car in the garage below Fay’s apartment, the first floor, as she liked to think of it. Shit 

insulation. When the mechanical door went up, her floor vibrated. It was going to be hell to heat 

this thing in the winter, but not her problem, heating came with, Tammy’s mother had told her. 

Oh you don’t have to worry about that, she’d said when Fay looked at the place. It’s all 

on one meter. I’m sure it’s just a few extra pennies. 

When Fay heard the garage door go up, she looked out and saw Tammy in some pink 

little number walking toward the garage and decided to bump into her, fancy-meeting-you-here 

kind of thing. Tammy was all finishing-school cordiality. 
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“Have you been together long?” Fay asked her. 

“Oh, Tim? No. He’s just a friend.”  

She wanted to say friend with benefits. See if it got her talking. She knew the terms.  

“Well, you look nice together.” 

“Thanks,” she said and got in her car, the complement just another dandelion in a field of 

plenty. She probably got them all day long.  

“Oh sorry, do you need a ride?” she said, and Fay realized that she looked like she was 

going somewhere.  

“Where are you headed?” Fay asked. She had no car. She caught that bus at the bottom of 

the hill in the mornings to get to work but had no intention of pressing in next to the nannies and 

their sweaty charges and the old people who thought they owned the front section on her days 

off. But a ride in a nice car didn’t seem a bad idea.  

“I’m going to a friend’s, but I could drop you off on Weston if that’s where you were 

headed.”  

There was a little strip of stores on the main street in town with restaurants where people 

went with money to waste. Fay had spent too many days on Weston Ave, finding her way to the 

little park on her lunch hour in the warm weather, or, if she timed it right, walking to the high 

school to watch the track team run sprints. She liked the hurdlers best, liked watching them high 

kick their front legs and trust that they wouldn’t trip on the little metal gate.  

“That would be great.” Fay got into the passenger seat and felt the soft leather on the 

back of her thighs. “It’s a nice car. Did your parents get it for you for college?” 

“Yeah.”  

“A brand new car. That’s generous.” 
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It’s pre-owned,” Tammy said. That was such a stupid expression; Fay was embarrassed 

for her. “Well, you can’t tell.” She had no idea with her blond hair and pre-owned car and out-of-

state college. “So is Tim…it’s Tim, right?” as though she had forgotten. “Is Tim going to college 

with you?” 

“No. He’s taking a year off and applying again. He didn’t get anything he wanted.” 

“Oh, that’s too bad. What’s he going to be doing?” 

“Working in town, if you know of anything.” 

“Tell him to come by the animal hospital. We may have something for him.” Fay was a 

vet tech and in no position to hire anyone. It was just the two rotating vets, herself and a 

receptionist, but she liked the idea of his coming in and asking for her and then asking something 

of her. She wondered if he would. 

“That would be amazing! I’ll tell him. Otherwise, he’ll end up working for his father, and 

I know he doesn’t want to do that. Plus, he loves animals.” 

Fay had lost her love of animals six months into her training. She had put down so many 

dogs she could barely stand the sight of them. 

“What does his father do?” 

“He runs a bank or something like that. Office job.” 

“Oh, well I could see how that wouldn’t be any fun.” 

She let Tammy drop her off near the market and told her to remind Tim.  

On Wednesday, she told one of the vets that her old place hired a kid to help with the 

animals in back. “Just to talk to them. It really helped.” She told Wayne, the receptionist, that the 

place could use an extra hand to restock the exam rooms. “That should not be your job,” she told 

him. He was an eager misfit of a man who liked cats too much.  
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The next Sunday, she heard Tammy and some of her friends at the pool again and 

listened for Tim’s voice. It just seemed to be a bunch of girls. But on Thursday, when she was 

taking the rectal temperature of a grey Siamese recently rescued from a hoarder, Wayne came 

into the exam room door. “There’s someone here to see you, when you get a chance.” 

Tim looked preppy in khaki shorts and a polo shirt, as though he was going to play a 

round of golf later, probably his idea of work clothes for some would-be job.  

“Hi,” she said, when she came out. “Were you the one asking for me?” 

“Hi. I’m Tim. Tim Edwards. I don’t think we properly met the other day.” 

“Oh. Tammy’s friend. I remember now.” 

“She said you thought there might be a job for me here?” 

Fay looked over at Wayne, he was feeding liver snacks to a slobbering German Shepherd 

and not paying any attention to them. “We did have something in reception, but Wayne here just 

filled it. I wish you’d come in sooner. But I can definitely ask. Why don’t you leave me your 

number.” She handed him her cell phone and he entered it right into her contacts. His fingernails 

had mangled, uneven cuticles, and the nails looked like he tore them off. He was a bit shabby, 

the little banker boy. She would like to suck those fingers soft. “There are always people wanting 

dog walkers. They ask me for recommendations if that was something you wanted to do. I’d be 

happy to give people your card.” 

“But I’m not a dog walker.” 

“How hard can it be?” 

Tammy left for college the following week, and Fay called Tim. “It’s Fay, Tammy 

Miller’s neighbor from the animal hospital.” He had that confused voice of someone who finds 
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talking on the phone antiquated. “Tammy rolled out of here in that shinny car of hers, and I 

promised her I would check on you.” 

“Thanks,” he said. Maybe he had just woken up. 

“What you been up to since everyone left for college?” 

“Not a whole hell of a lot.” He laughed a little as he said it, self-consciously. She 

wondered where he was. In bed still? 

“You should take it easy. When your ready, you’ll stretch your legs, go for a run.” She 

thought he would be a good runner, lanky. She imagined his loopy stride running along a beach 

somewhere. “Anyway, we’ve had a bunch of people asking for dog walkers if you thought about 

what I said, making up a card.”  

“Yeah, I should probably do that.” He was just agreeing. She knew that voice. He was not 

designing business cards in his spare time. 

“Otherwise, you’re stuck working in an office. You have your whole life to do that.” That 

seemed to wake him up. 

“I know. My Dad’s on my case, but I don’t think he really wants me around all day 

either. He’s like, ‘You write your applications? Clean out the gutters?’” 

“You’ll get to that. At your age it should be all candy and pick-up basketball.” 

“I know right?” 

“You have a pool at your place?” 

“No. My mom actually took it out. Isn’t that crazy?” 

“People are strange.” Maybe it was an insurance issue. Why would you take out a pool? 

“You should use the Millers. Tammy and her mom won’t mind. You’d be doing them a favor. It 

needs some use.” 
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“What, like just show up in the middle of the day and use their pool?” 

“They would be happy. Plus, they’re never around.”  

“Maybe I will.” He seemed happy, like this was the only offer he’d gotten that wasn’t to 

clean out the gutters. 

“You do that, and if you come, give me a holler, I’m right over the garage. I’m off 

Tuesdays and Sundays, but Tuesdays are better. No one’s here.” 

 

She’d expected he would have a car, but apparently when you don’t get into college, you 

don’t just get a car. He’d arrived on a bike, the stealth little fucker. She was getting high in bed 

and got up to make microwave popcorn when she heard the splash of a dive. She couldn’t see the 

pool, but had a sense that it was he, or an unlucky rodent mistaking it for a watering hole. She 

found a bathing suit this time but had barely pulled it all the way up before a look down at what 

it exposed about her body had her unpeeling it. She hadn’t thought through this pool part enough. 

Nor her invitation. The place was a dump, she could see that. What dishes she had, the dishes the 

Millers had left, an old set if you can use them, Tammy’s mother said, were all on the small 

counter, crusted with food. Her clothes, many covered in the same, lay on what furniture she had. 

She scooped up all the clothes and piled them on the floor of the closet and shut the door, 

plugged the drain of the sink, filled it with water, and piled in the dishes. A sink full of soaking 

dishes looked enterprising. She couldn’t find any dish soap so used shampoo. She looked around 

the room. It made no real impression. It probably had its own odor that she was inured to. She 

opened the windows and lit a candle Tammy’s mom had left as a present. She found most of a 

six pack in the fridge, put on jeans, a long sleeve black shirt, and brushed her hair. Swimming 

could wait for lipo or nighttime. 
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He wore tight black swim shorts this time, not the embarrassing European kind, but the 

Michael Phelps kind. He swam fast and straight, flip turning at each end, all the game playing of 

that day with Tammy gone. It would probably have been silly to do that crap by himself, but it 

was what she had imagined, handstands and summersaults. This was better. This was like 

watching the hurdlers at the high school. Dedicated, focused. She took her seat in the lounge 

chair and popped open one of the beers, snapping the cap into the bushes. He hadn’t noticed her, 

hadn’t looked up. It was clear he had done this before, knew how to swim mindlessly and 

rhythmically, or maybe at that age everything physical was just easy for a boy. She counted how 

many strokes it took him to cover the pool, it wasn’t a very long pool, and he had those extra-

long arms. It must get boring, stroke, stroke, stroke, flip. Maybe he liked the flips best and didn’t 

mind that he was practically out of one before doing it again. It would have made her dizzy, 

wanting to vomit in the pool. Who liked being dizzy? Even as a kid, she hated it, spin around like 

a top and let go. No thanks. 

She was almost finished with her beer when he came to a stop at the far end of the pool, 

took off his goggles, ran a hand through his hair, and saw her for the first time. She didn’t hide 

that she was watching him. She walked to the near side of the pool, and he swam to her, his head 

above the water. She snapped the top off the second beer and handed it down to him. His 

mangled cuticles were white and shriveled from the water.  

“How was it?” she asked. 

“Good. Thanks. I haven’t done that in a while.” He hopped out easily and sat on the side 

of the pool next to her, took a pull of the beer before setting it between them, his feet dangling in 

the water, hers crossed under her. The water looked cool and his feet an invitation, but she hadn’t 

thought that through, and her jeans wouldn’t roll up easily.  



 

 

90 

“You looked good. You used to compete?” He told her about swim meets when he was 

young and how much of his youth was spent in a pool and how much he disappointed his parents 

when he stopped. She noticed now that he did have the hint of those swimmer lats and delts. 

“That when she took out the pool?” 

“A year later, when it was clear I wasn’t going back.” 

“What happened, they started drug testing?” He seemed taken aback, like she could read 

his soul. “It was the right choice at the time,” she said, and he seemed a little broken at that. 

“I don’t know. It came up again with the whole college thing. My parents had dropped it 

but then when I didn’t get in anywhere, it was all, ‘if you’d kept up the swimming.’ I liked 

swimming, liked competing, I just didn’t get why I couldn’t do both, you know. My coach, he 

knew. He told me the date of the urine test, told me I had to make a choice. I don’t know. Maybe 

I could have gotten someone else’s. Maybe that’s what he was telling me to do. Instead, I blew 

off practice the day of the test and got cut from the team. They lost the relay I was supposed to 

anchor and the 100 free. Those were my events.” 

She wondered what it would be like to have that body on top of hers, to touch the 

tightness of his skin and feel the bones and muscles below. She could imagine his indented ass, 

the way his upper thighs attached and grabbing on to what was there, hard muscles. “That’s not 

on you. They should have had a deeper bench.” She wondered about his cock, the shape of it. 

“You want another beer? I think I have a few more upstairs.” 

In her apartment, he was back in the 10th grade, all that happened after he left swim team. 

Drama at home, whispers at school. This was the kid’s biggest crisis, his life regret. Jesus. He sat 

on her one good chair in his tight black swim trunks, no shirt. He had apparently ridden over half 

naked, oblivious or happy for the attention, she wasn’t sure.  
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“What about girls. Did you have a lot of girl friends?” She wondered if he went down on 

them or just took.  

“After I quit?” 

“Sure. You know, you probably had more time for that, and I bet they liked you. You’re 

the kind of boy a girl would crush on.” 

“Yeah, I guess. The thing was I wanted to get back on. In 11th grade, I talked to the 

coach, said I wanted to give it another try, you know. That I missed it. He told me I could try out 

with the freshman. But I was good, you know. You saw me. I had been the anchor in 10th grade. I 

thought he would be so happy to see me, and he was all cold. I planned to blow them all away. I 

thought it would be like, you know, the return of the king kind of thing, but I hadn’t swum in a 

year. What if I sucked? I thought maybe he wanted to humiliate me more than get me back on 

the team. So, I didn’t go.” 

“Fuck him. His loss.” She shared all of his indignation. “You were in the right.” She took 

a pull of her beer. “You ever have sex in a pool?” 

“What no, yeah I guess.” 

“I always thought that would be fun.” 

“You know what I hated about him was he didn’t care that he’d lost me. I’d pass him in 

the hall, and he’d just said hi, like it hadn’t happened.” 

She wanted to touch him, but wasn’t sure how he’d react, to go stand behind him and 

reach down, trace the line of his ribs and suck on his little nipple. He didn’t have much chest 

hair. “You could still compete. You have the body for it. Those long arms. The traps and delts.” 
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“You think so?” He got up. “Where’s the bathroom?” She wanted to follow him, watch 

him hold his penis as he peed. “I should hit it,” he said when he came out and then an 

afterthought at the door, “Thanks for the beers.” 

“Sure.”  

He called her a few days later to complain about his dad. “He’s such an ass. He keeps 

texting me all day, ‘You up yet? You should get up. Go look for a job.”  

“Fathers don’t get it.” She didn’t bring up the dog walking again, he didn’t seem to have 

that entrepreneurial spirit. She’d noticed the pool cover was on most the time and it had been a 

while since she had seen the pool guy. She thought to tell him, but didn’t want to jeopardize his 

coming, but on Tuesday he was back and seemed comfortable opening the cover and using the 

pool like it was his own.  

“It’s nice here,” he said of her place, having come up for a few more beers. “Maybe I 

should move out. Get my own place about a garage somewhere.” 

“You could do it.”  

He talked about how shitty it was at home. She got high and studied his feet. His toes 

were a little wonky, like someone had manipulated them with pliers.  

“You know what I mean?” he said at the end of a long story she hadn’t heard.  

“Sure. That’s the way it is.” She was the nice therapist, the life coach kind. 

When the beer ran out, he started talking about food. He told her what he liked from the 

various fast food chains in town. One time, he was so stoned he and a friend called an Uber to do 

a drive-thru at Wendy’s because they wouldn’t serve them without a car. “We did Uber-pool and 

there was some lady in the car. She was pissed as shit. We offered her a French fry.” He thought 

that was the funniest thing. “I could go for those fries now.” He hadn’t brought his wallet. Maybe 
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he thought she’d offer him cash, but he’d never pay her back. He left on his bike in those shorts 

and flip flops, a bit drunk. She wasn’t going to mother him.  

“See you round,” she said. 

He found reasons to call during the week. He had a line on good weed, did she want to 

try it? He could bring it by on Sunday. Sometimes she would masturbate quietly on the phone 

while he talked about how bad his life was, though she had to stop listening to the words. His 

voice had become an irritant. If he asked, she would say she was doing push-ups. He didn’t seem 

to notice. Soon the pretense and effort of swimming was gone, and he was a regular on her days 

off. Occasionally, he asked about her. She made up a disappointing ex-husband and gave a 

sketch of who she was in high school, modeling her stories on a girl she had wished she’d been 

friends with who dressed goth-sexy and hung out in the drama department. “I thought I was 

going to be a poet,” she said. 

“What were your poems about?” he wanted to know. 

She tried to remember if she’d ever written a poem. “You know. Sex and flowers. 

Georgia O’Keefe, but in prose.” 

“I wish I could write,” he said, and then she got to hear about his attempts at a college 

essay. His parents had hired someone to help him with his applications. He kept blowing off her 

deadlines. 

“Maybe you don’t want to go to college,” she said. 

She asked about old girlfriends, the first time he had sex. He answered honestly, making 

connections to his behavior then and things in his past. She might as well get out a notebook and 

send him a bill. 
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“I thought girls were always going to want me, that it would just be about picking which 

one I liked. That it would always be easy. Yesterday, I ran into some high school seniors. They 

were cute. I didn’t know their names, but they knew me and tried to get me to come to a party. I 

just thought, is that who am? The loser who didn’t go to college? It just seemed sad. I told them I 

had plans.” 

“You should have gone. You could have gotten laid.” 

“I know. I could have. But how long do I have? When am I going to seem like some 

creepy perv stalking the high schoolers?” She hoped he wouldn’t cry. Sometimes it seemed he 

was on the verge of tears, and she would have to pivot, bring up the changing leaves, offer 

another beer, suggest they watch a movie.  

“Get it when you can.” 

 

“Have you ever roofied anyone?” she asked one night on the phone. 

“What, no.” 

“Come on. Isn’t that something boys like to do, get a girl all soft and pliable, do things 

they won’t even remember.” 

“I would never.” 

“That didn’t exist when I was young. In truth, I wouldn’t mind. Life’s shit. Some days I 

would like to just forget I’m here. Go through the day come out the other side as though it didn’t 

happen.”  

“I know what you mean.” 

One day, he confessed to her that she was the only person he was in regular contact with. 

“I don’t ever talk to the kids in college. I never have anything to post. I’m always the one texting. 
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Sometimes they barely answer.” She could relate, she could comfort. “And next week everyone’s 

coming home for Thanksgiving.”  

She had lost sense of time. The changing leaves had been a nuisance, wet and moldy on 

the ground. “You should hook up with Tammy. Have fun.” 

“You think so?” 

“And you can tell me all about it.”  

“I don’t know. I think they’ll all think I’m kind of pathetic.” 

She had asked him about him and Tammy but all she got was bland. They’d hooked up a 

few times senior year. No details. “You’re as hot as ever, and you’re taking your time.” 

“You think so? Sometimes it’s just easier talking to you. You get me.” 

 

The main house came alive in anticipation of Thanksgiving. She hadn’t seen Tammy’s 

folks in a while, like they hibernated when Tammy wasn’t there, but suddenly there were cars in 

and out and Tammy’s mom was a traffic cop. She was apparently having a big Thanksgiving. 

Tables needed to be rented, extra chairs. “I don’t know how I am going to fit everyone,” she said 

to Fay one day in the driveway, Fay walking toward the bus, Tammy’s mom examining the 

gilded, cellophane-covered chairs coming off a truck. “I love Thanksgiving, don’t you?” 

“Family getting together. I can’t think of anything better,” Fay said.  

Tim showed up after midnight on Wednesday. Though he called a lot, he’d only ever 

come on her days off, late afternoons that extended late into the evenings when he would “hit it,” 

his stomach always dragging him home. He’d been crying. That was obvious and it looked like 

he’d scratched himself up, run through the bushes? A bad job of cutting? “Hey,” she said. He just 

stood there. 
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“Sorry. I had a bad night and didn’t want to go home.” 

She touched a scratch on his neck and felt her way down his arm. Standing so close he 

was a lot taller, almost a head taller. He wore short sleeves, though it was cold out. Sweatshirt 

weather. She held him by his upper arm, felt the sinewiness she’d long studied. It was softer than 

she imaged. “Take a hot shower,” she told him. She followed him into the bathroom and ran the 

water for him. “Take off your clothes,” she said. He had on khakis and a polo, like the outfit he’d 

worn when he came to the animal hospital. He took off his shirt and unzipped his pants. He had 

nothing on underneath. His penis was shriveled, not what she’d imagined, but his balls were tight 

and pink, none of the lose scrotum of old men. She wondered if he’d had sex tonight. His knees 

looked red and cut up, like he’d had his weight on them. She sniffed the air but couldn’t tell. He 

smelled like moldy leaves and musty sweat. He stepped into the shower and stood there and then 

he slid down and sat on the floor of her tub, which she never cleaned. Neither had pulled the 

curtain closed. The water splashed on the bathroom tiles. He curled up in a little ball and she 

watched him cry. With his arms around his knees, she could see the pull of his ribs. She sat on 

the toilet and asked him what happened, and a story came out of a party in the woods and his 

humiliation, though really it was nothing. Someone said something, and he felt ashamed and 

wanted to leave and ended up wandering in the woods. He got lost and it took forever to find his 

way to a road and then he was walking back into town and some car slowed down and said, Hey 

College, you’re an asshole. “I felt like such an imposter.” That was it. He wasn’t raped by the 

truck driver who offered him a ride, he wasn’t told to go to a party by the river and no one 

showed up, he wasn’t refused when he tried to kiss the boy he liked as they stood on the curb 

waiting for the school bus. Someone thought he went to college.  
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She undressed and got in the bathtub and sat behind him. She put her arms around him 

and held him; he sobbed big self-pitying heaves. She shampooed his hair and washed his back 

with a bar of soap and then told him to stand up and turn around. She washed his legs and his 

inner thighs and watched as his penis came to life. The shower was hitting the back of her head 

and the sides of his legs. He didn’t touch her. She looked at his legs with their soft downy hairs 

and the curly ones in his crotch. She reached through his legs and washed the crack of his butt 

and his penis got big and straight in front of her. It wasn’t very long but it was red and eager. She 

moved slowly. The sobbing had stopped and predictably, he started to moan. She washed the part 

between his asshole and then explored the crease where his tendons attached, leaving the pink 

balls for last. She took him in her mouth and his hands moved to her head. He was spent fast and 

tasted salty. 

“You feel any better?” she looked up at his face. 

“No. Yeah, thanks.” He started to climb out of the tub. “I should go.” 

He didn’t call her that week, and on Tuesday he didn’t come by. She didn’t hear from 

him again, and then he showed up on a Sunday a week before Christmas.  

“I was next door and wanted to stop by and thank you.” 

“You feeling better these days?” 

“Yeah.” He stood on the top stair and held out a small, wrapped box. “I brought you a 

Christmas present. Just to, you know. Thank you for everything.” 

“You want to come in? Have a beer?” 

“No. I need to get home. I got a job and have stuff to do before my shift.” 

She imaged him at the counter of McDonalds or maybe at Foot Locker.  

“Should I open it now?” 
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“You can, or put it under the tree, save it for Christmas.” 

He kissed her cheek. It was awkward and chaste. Like this is what he did with girls he 

wanted to be done with, giving them a little bit of nice, I’m not an asshole, but I don’t want this. 

Inside there was no tree, there would not be a Christmas. She unwrapped the gift. It was a 

little brown ceramic dog, generic. The kind of things you get in a gift store at the mall. Maybe 

something you would buy a teacher or a secretary. She hated dogs, but what did he know. He 

knew nothing.  

 


