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December 29, 2021, 8:15 p.m.

SkyLoft Hotel, Los Angeles

Gwen’s perfect laugh reaches me from across the hotel lobby just as I step into the elevator. Through some acoustical trick of polished floors and curved walls, the unmistakable peals echo inside the elevator for a moment, a memory replayed in stereo. I turn just in time to catch a glimpse of her tossing her dark, glossy hair beneath a glinting halo of upside-down wineglasses at the hotel bar.

“Eleventh floor,” I say.

The grad student I picked up at the reception, all elbow-patched corduroy and absurd woolen scarf and lips pouting suggestively around the word Lukács, pushes the button. I try to focus on this eager young man from Yale—​or is it Harvard? Fresh off my keynote, I wasn’t paying attention, but it hardly matters. The doors start to close. Once we’re alone, I’ll slide my hand down his chest, check his badge, and use the lanyard to yank him in close for a kiss as we rise skyward to my corner suite.

This train of thought is halted by the shuffle-and-clatter of drunk women in interview heels. A pair of assistant professors I recognize from the reception waves for us to hold the elevator, and my grad student, playing the gentleman, leans past me for the button. As the doors reverse their course, I note with displeasure more stragglers on the way—​an elderly woman with a cane, a mother dragging a small boy. Not only do these newcomers promise to make my elevator ride with Harvard substantially less interesting, but their slipshod progress across the lobby is giving me ample time to reflect on the oddity of my first impulse, which was to ignore Gwen altogether, to pretend, as I was on the point of doing a moment ago, that I didn’t see her, didn’t know her, haven’t spent half a lifetime trying to be her.

But I have seen her, and I can’t unsee her now.

I dip into my pocket for the hotel key in its soft paper sleeve and hand it to my Ivy League companion. “Wait for me in my room,” I command, without listening for an answer. From ten paces away, the women are already squint-and-scanning our badges. In another moment one of them will recognize me from my talk and buttonhole me with the words, “Your book changed my entire way of thinking about X,” a conversation sure to segue into a full-blown explanation of her book, Discourses on Y, and a request that I read and endorse it. Without a backward glance, I step out of the elevator and into the lobby, calculating the odds that I could lose my starfucker to a bigger star in the time it takes him to get to the eleventh floor. These two women certainly don’t look important but, then, I absolutely refuse to squint.

By now the lobby is filling up, and Gwen is temporarily obscured by clusters of conference attendees deep in probing conversations about Heidegger that might lead to screwing later on. I’ve sighted Gwen around so many corners over the years that for a moment I let myself think I am mistaken, experimenting with the mixture of relief and sadness this would bring. But the closer I get, the more certain I am that the woman perched at the bar, bare legs crossed at the knee, one hand pushing back her hair as if to listen more attentively to the handsome older man toward whom she is radiating her special brand of vanilla-cashmere calm, is Gwendolyn Whitney.

My best friend.

When she sees me, Gwen’s eyes widen and her mouth opens, and I nervously anticipate some outburst of emotion, something to bridge the ten-year gap since we saw each other last. But that’s not Gwen’s way. Instead, she lays her thin white hands on the bar, closes her eyes for a moment as if pained, and steps down from the bar chair, losing a few inches of height in the process. Whispering a word to her conversation partner, she walks around the back of his chair, and by the time I reach her, she’s settled her mouth into a smile tinged with just a hint of sadness—​an acknowledgment that we have not, despite our best intentions, kept up.

“Gwen.”

She notices my name badge. “Claire?”

“I go by my middle name now.”

“It suits you.” She opens her arms. “So good to see you.”

I enter into the obligatory hug and find myself briefly enveloped in her subtle perfume. I back away quickly and the scent dies.

“Of course, I should have known you’d be here.” She indicates the sign in the lobby. “How’s the conference going so far?”

“Good. I just gave a keynote.” She looks a bit too surprised, so I add quickly, “There are several. It wasn’t the opening or closing address.” More of an audition, really, for the Very Important University with whom I am interviewing first thing in the morning. One more reason I really ought to hurry up to the room and conclude my business with Harvard on the early side.

“Still,” she says, nodding appreciatively.

“Are you here long?”

She shakes her head. “Just for the night. I’m flying to Rome in the morning.”

Typical of Gwen to avoid the big chains and spend the night in a luxe boutique hotel. I can’t help but feel a tingle of pride that our tastes have once again converged, however accidentally—​the Association of Emerging Studies, for all its problems, has a reputation for style. The quaint deco exterior of this historical 1920s high-rise has been preserved, its interior made over with a ferocious sleekness. “Wish I could say the same.”

“But you’re happy at . . . ?” She checks my badge again, noting the name of my university and, I assume, its less-than-glamorous location. Even though Gwen and I are technically only friends in the sense of people who haven’t yet deleted one another from social media, it stings a bit to know she hasn’t followed my career online, knows nothing of my book and my other academic successes. However painful it is to be reminded of the tragic accident that led to Gwen leaving the Program in the middle of our first year, I have managed to keep up with her various career shifts since then—​the brief stint in law school, the turn to public policy, and then various NGOs for clean drinking water, the eradication of global poverty, that sort of thing. I am momentarily struck with the fear that her more virtuous world is so far removed from academia that she doesn’t realize my university is Research I, and therefore a terrific job.

“Very happy,” I say, wishing I could add that if tenure review goes as it should, I’ll soon be done with backwaters for good. The hiring committee chair of the Very Important University did, after all, nod twice during my lecture. I content myself with saying, “I’m up for tenure next year.”

Gwen frowns. “That can’t be right.”

“I made good time,” I say modestly.

“Still, that would mean it’s already been . . . ?”

“Ten years.”

She puts a slender hand to her forehead, closing her eyes briefly. Then she opens them again, and her smile returns. “Look at you. You have the life we used to dream about.”

I take in the monastic luxury of her simple cream dress, suddenly self-conscious about my artsy academic getup—​black leather pants and a bulky woolen cocoon of a wrap. The oxblood boots that draw compliments from the tenured elite of bicoastal universities feel clumsy and adolescent next to Gwen’s pale, expensive-looking pumps.

I smile tightly. “We’ll see if it lasts.”

She shakes her head and waves her hand toward the tweedy crowd. “You’ll get tenure. You were born for this.”

But Gwen is the one who was born for it, not me. She went to better schools, had better ideas, sounded smarter in class, looked smarter, was smarter. She cared about all the right things and hurt no one intentionally. She was perfect. If not for certain fatal events, she’d be the one giving the keynotes, and I’d still be in her shadow.

The next moment she proves it, annihilating me with a single word.

“I’ve missed you, Mac.”

Mac

1

I was born Mackenzie Claire Woods in Wheatsville, Illinois, a Chicago suburb with a historic downtown and an ice rink in the shopping mall. My father wanted to give me an old-fashioned name like Mary or Sarah, but my mother overruled him. She thought Mackenzie sounded unique.

A lot of other moms must have thought so, too, because five years later the whole kiddie pageant circuit was lousy with them. There were two in my “baby bunnies” ice-skating class, one in jazz-and-tap, and one in the baton-twirling camp my mom ran out of our backyard three summers running. To my mom, this only proved she’d picked a name worthy of a sequined sash.

Though they lasted only a few short years, the pageants loom large in my memory. Childhood, to me, is the acrid smell of Cover Girl base, the scalp-tingle of a French braid, the flash of my mother’s diamond studs as she knelt to do my makeup, the sound of my father’s hands clapping when I won the crown.

My mother trained me well, but she didn’t clap. She had her hands full with my baby sister, Lily, who had recently transformed from a babbling infant to a stiff little stranger prone to violent fits. My mom sat through my competitions waiting for Lily to go off, her features drawn so taut, you’d never believe she was the Miss Decatur, Illinois, with the brilliant smile in the framed mantelpiece pictures. Except for the earrings, they looked nothing alike.

My father, on the other hand, looked just as he had in their wedding photo, the same thick brown hair rising from a decisive hairline. When I was very young, I confusedly believed he was a writer because of the awed way my mother spoke of “his” books on the bookshelf. In fact, he had only read them, not written them; forcing other people to read them was his trade. He was a high school English teacher, though he spoke as little as possible about his job and always kept a drink within arm’s reach. Wherever he went, he seemed to have a wonderful time, which is another way of saying that if he wasn’t going to have a wonderful time, he didn’t show up. He started coming to the pageants when I started winning them.

So, I kept winning.

Until, one day when I was eight, everything changed.

 


The day began, as so many did back then, with baton-twirling. Mom knocked a pair of drumsticks together, five-year-old Lily clinging to her shin, while I marched through the soft grass in a phalanx of pageant hopefuls, admiring the way the sun glinted on my baton. Then I noticed my father at the kitchen window, mixing a drink.

“Mackenzie Claire!” my mom hollered. “Eyes on your baton!”

My fingers tripped, and the baton fell to the ground with a soft thump. I glanced toward the window, but my father was already drifting away.

After the lesson, my mother dragged him down to the basement to yell at him. I caught Lily’s name and mine; ten o’clock in the morning, for chrissake; and the least you could do. I turned up the TV and sat by Lily on the couch, picking the scab under my T-shirt where the rickrack on my leotard left a red welt.

My father stomped up the basement stairs and into the living room, a shoebox under his arm. “Come on, princess. We’re getting out of here.” I knew he was talking to me. He hardly ever spoke to Lily, and never called her princess.

We went to the mall. After he dropped off the box at a shoe repair place, he asked me where I wanted to go next, and I pointed at the ear-piercing kiosk I wasn’t allowed to visit until my tenth birthday, and he laughed.

“The world’s your oyster, princess.” His breath was whiskey-sweet.

When the hot spike of pain in my earlobes had dulled to a throb, we hit the food court for lunch. I pulled him toward the Hungry Panda, counting on him to forget my mother’s favorite expression, “A moment on the lips, a lifetime on the hips.” I was dumping soy sauce over a glistening pile of fried rice when I noticed my father staring over my shoulder.

I turned. Behind me was the carousel, a rotating gilt birthday cake I treasured from afar. Yet another thing my mother didn’t allow; there was never enough time, and the flashing lights were too much for Lily. But today was a special day, a father-daughter day. A pierced ears, Hungry Panda day. I held my breath and waited for him to ask if I’d like a ride.

“This is it,” he said softly. “Mall Chinese and a fucking calliope.”

My hopes ebbed. “What’s a cull-lie-pee?”

He blinked at me, his eyes still far away. “Calliope. Queen of the Nine Muses. Her son Orpheus brought Eurydice back from hell but lost her when he looked back. Careless fellow, Orpheus.”

I couldn’t help feeling this was some kind of test. I looked around. “Are they . . . here?”

He laughed abruptly. “It’s also a kind of pipe organ. But that one’s a synthesizer. Fake, like everything else.”

Although I had only taken a few bites of my lunch, he was clearly ready to go. He braced his palms against the table edge to scoot out his chair, but then he paused, leaning forward until I could see the little red spot in the corner of his left eye. “Listen, princess. You don’t belong here any more than I do. We were made for better things. Remember that.”

I did remember, because after he dropped me back off at home that day, we never heard from him again. He never even picked up his shoes.

 


With my father gone, the pageants had to stop. There was no money for them, much less for ice-skating, voice lessons, jazz-and-tap. It was only a matter of time before everything worth having, from cable TV to name-brand macaroni and cheese, disappeared from our house. My parents’ wedding photo vanished, too, along with all other pictures of my father.

And then my name was gone.

“I have to go back to work. I’ll be taking classes at night,” my mother said, putting her hands on my shoulders. “I need you to be a brave girl, Mac.”

Mac. As if she didn’t have time to say the whole thing. It stung like a slap.

But if the pageant world was over for good, at least its vague militarism had prepared me well for the role of brave girl. I attacked my new duties with zeal. Lily entered kindergarten, and every morning we marched to the bus stop together, her hot, clenched fist in my hand. After school I met her at the door of her special class and ushered her safely through the gauntlet of kids who only stopped shrieking, it seemed, to point and stare. At home, I’d make a snack and play with her wispy brown curls while we watched TV. On nights when my mom had class, I lay beside her in the dark and sang songs from commercials until she fell asleep.

Sometimes, I burned with a helpless hatred of the things that made her, and therefore us, different. Other people’s emotions affected Lily like rasps drawn over her skin, and the rocking and hand-flapping she used to comfort herself drew stares in public. Her long silences and refusal to make eye contact disquieted strangers. Then, too, her tantrums had grown more intense since our father left, and harder to predict; sometimes when we walked together to the bus, she would come to a full stop, tilt her head back, and wail, while kids hung out of the bus windows yelling obscenities. I had to stop holding her in my lap after she accidentally split my lip with her elbow during a commercial she didn’t like. We couldn’t eat out, even when the budget allowed; the one time my mom took us to Bob Evans, to celebrate her nursing job, Lily’s napkin fell off her lap and the ensuing chaos meant we had to leave before the appetizers arrived.

At school, Lily’s survival was my survival. By fifth grade, I was an expert at protecting her, taking out hall passes to check on her at recess, skipping my own recess to patrol her lunch. I’d tackle any kid in any grade who called her a name, flailing my fists until I ran out of fight or a teacher split us up. Once I threatened to throw one of her bullies into the river that ran through downtown Wheatsville—a glorified creek, really, but I’d seen a mob movie while my mom was at work one night and thought it sounded cool. I was suspended for “violent behavior,” and the school counselor recommended therapy.

My mother was furious. She threw my conduct sheet down on the table and said, “Can’t you just hold it together a few more years, Mac?”

But in the end, she was the one who fell apart.

 


When I was eleven, my mother disappeared for a week.

Since the car was gone, too, I assumed she had left for good. Strange that it had never occurred to me that she could leave, since my father had done it. But, three years later, that tragedy seemed unavoidable, even a little romantic. Besides, he had left us with her; she had left us with no one.

I didn’t panic. Lily would be able to tell if I panicked, and then someone would find out we were alone in the house. I didn’t know what would happen next, but I knew it would be bad. That our mother might be hurt, even dead, was a thought I didn’t allow, because it would make no difference to our current situation. I dropped it down a well so deep, even I couldn’t see the bottom, and I turned off my feelings like turning off a tap. It was strangely easy to do, so easy I barely noticed I was doing it. Every morning, I got Lily up and took her to school and dropped her off at class, and every evening I threw a frozen pizza in the oven for dinner like nothing was wrong. I even learned how to run the dishwasher.

On the fifth day, we ran out of frozen pizzas. I went into my mom’s room, which I’d been avoiding, to look for cash.

I started with the curio boxes that crowded her dresser, a collection of crystal shells, porcelain hearts, and beveled, brass-seamed mirror boxes, all covered in dust and grime from neglect. I’d long ago exhausted my curiosity about them, but now I opened them all one by one, just in case, and peered inside. Next, I searched the dresser, from the top drawer with its stretched-out bras the color of graying skin to the bottom, where an emerald-green bathing suit I recognized from my mom’s old pageant pictures lay folded neatly under heaps of faded bikinis with rotting straps. I unfolded it, and out dropped a fuzzy black box with my mom’s diamond studs nestled inside. She’d stopped wearing them around the time my father left.

I put the diamonds in my ears and watched them twinkle like little stars. Then I took them off and put them in my pocket. It wasn’t like she needed them now.

 


On the seventh day, Lily refused to take her bath. She allowed herself to be undressed while the water ran, but when I cut the faucet off, she stood shivering next to the tub, feet cemented to the mat.

“Lily, it’s bath time,” I said, keeping my voice deliberately neutral. “Get in.”

“No.”

Things could always get worse. What would happen if kids started smelling her on the bus? Eventually a teacher would notice and tell someone in charge, and we’d be taken away.

“Lily, you have to. Please.” Tears prickled in my eyes. I blinked angrily at them, knowing they’d only make things harder. I could almost feel Lily shudder as one escaped and raced toward my chin.

Her jaw set. “I don’t want to.”

I tried to make myself breathe deeply. Lily is my sister, I reminded myself, and then, Lily’s survival is my survival. “What’s wrong?”

“Mom does bath.”

Breathe. “I do bath now.”

“Mom does bath.”

“Mom isn’t here right now.” I said it as gently as I could.

She stared obstinately at the door. “Mom does—”

“When I was eight, I did my own bath,” I snapped, the compulsion to cry suddenly shoved aside by a feeling like a balloon swelling in my chest, about to burst. It was rage, the same rage I had vented on the playground in kicks and punches at the kids who made fun of Lily, now directed at Lily herself. Rage at her immovable flesh, her insurmountable will, her blamelessness. Rage at the dwindling pile of pennies in the change dish and the rubbery ground meat I’d microwaved for dinner in a frozen block, its cold center bleeding all over the plate, and finally, rage at the thought of what would happen if Lily refused to bathe tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. Some part of me watched from a distance while inside me the balloon grew bigger and bigger, pushing against my rib cage until I thought it would crack.

Powerless to stop myself, too exhausted to try, I took a step forward and put out my hand with no plan for what came next.

Just then I heard the front door open and shut.

“Mom does bath,” Lily said, smug.

The woman who appeared at the bathroom door barely looked like our mother. Her week of absence had turned her the color of bruises, purple around the eyes and yellowish everywhere else. The skin sagged around her scrawny elbows and too-prominent collarbone as if she wore someone else’s cast-offs. She stared at us unseeing for a moment. Then she began to sob, and the bag of bones rattled to life. I drew back as she threw her arms around Lily, who politely ignored her tears.

When Mom released her, Lily stepped into the bathtub without a word. I watched numbly as they began to perform the evening ritual of bath time, thinking only that it was over. There would be no more raw meat for dinner. Although it was only eight o’clock, I went to bed and fell asleep instantly.

Sometime later that night, I awoke to the sound of my mom on the phone in the next room. I listened for as long as I could keep my eyes open.

“I tried to stop on my own, I swear, but the pain was so bad. I thought, I’ll just take enough to get through work every day and I’ll get it somewhere else, anywhere but the clinic . . . I don’t even know what that guy gave me, Karen. I swear, I didn’t know how long I was gone.” Odd, dry sobs, like a record skipping. “I need help. I’m drowning, I’m drowning, I’m drowning . . .”

The words went on and on, and then I was asleep again, no longer in bed, but back in the bathroom with Lily, trying to get her into the tub, stuck in the moment right before my mom came in. This time, I shoved Lily as hard as I could. Her eyes went wide and she fell backward, her head hitting the porcelain with a crack. Then she was underwater, not in the bathtub, but in the river, her hair waving all around. Beneath her, in the murky green depths, a forest of dead men planted in concrete reached up their arms.

 


The clinic didn’t press charges for the stolen opioids, but my mom’s job was gone for good, her license suspended. The court ordered outpatient rehab, a caseworker for home visits, physical therapy, pain management classes. Everything’s mandated but an income, she cracked sourly. How’re you supposed to get that.

A girl on the bus whose mom worked at the same clinic said all nurses have aching backs, but they don’t all become drug addicts. Every day for weeks, she hung over the back of the seat in front of me and told me about the cancer patients who had died in pain because my mom shorted their IV bags. I just stared out the window.

I could hardly bear to be in the same room with my mother now. She ate ferociously but gained no weight, and she’d picked up smoking again, which made the house smell and Lily cough. Her breath reeked so badly, I wondered if the drugs were still sitting in her stomach, sending poisonous gases up her throat. A moment on the lips, a lifetime on the hips.

Her new plan was to homeschool Lily. A friend had told her she could apply for aid from the state if she was Lily’s full-time caregiver. “Public school isn’t serving her needs,” she recited. “Anyway, it’s only temporary. I’ll get a job in home health as soon as I get my license back.”

The moment she said the word temporary, I knew it wasn’t. Lily was her project now, and my mom never did my hair again. Neither of us could forget that I had taken her place for a week. In fact, I had been too brave.

 


I had longed for independence from Lily, but the reality was awful. I missed her horribly. The thick shell I’d grown protecting her was not so easy to dismantle, and school was achingly lonely and purposeless. My classmates quickly forgot why they weren’t supposed to sit next to me on the bus, but the aura of disgrace hung around me like a fog, mingling with the stink of poverty. All my clothes came from church basements and garage sales now, and I outgrew them far too quickly. My mom cast evil glances at my lengthening limbs, interpreting my lurch into puberty as an act of rebellion. She guarded my sister so jealously that I had to sneak into Lily’s room at night to sing her to sleep with the song from her favorite movie, Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron.

One night, Lily interrupted the opening bars. “When are you going away, Mac?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said gravely. I had just turned thirteen. My options were limited.

“Dad went away. Mom went away.”

I still had nightmares about that week, though it had happened over a year ago. I answered carefully. “Mom was only gone a couple of days.”

“Dad went away. Mom went away,” she repeated matter-of-factly. “You’ll go away. And you won’t come back.”

“I won’t go away, Lily.”

I could feel her evaluating the truth of the statement, processing it the way she processed everything, by running it through her body. The napkin on the floor of the Bob Evans, the screaming at the school bus.

“Okay, then,” I amended. “If I go away, I’ll come back for you.”

This seemed to satisfy her.

After a moment, she said, “Do you know the difference between horses and ponies? Ponies are less than fourteen hands tall. Fourteen-point-two for English. A hand is four inches.”

“Oh.”

“And ponies have different conformations.”

“I promise I’ll come back, Lily.”

She sighed under the blanket. “Conformation means they have different bones. They look like horses, but they are an entirely different breed.”

“Lily—”

“They can survive on a lot less grass.”

We breathed quietly together in the darkened bedroom.

“I know,” I whispered, choosing to hear, Don’t worry about me, I can wait.

 


The day I turned fifteen, I walked to the nearest strip center and got a job at the Frogurt Palace. We’d never replaced the Pontiac my father drove away, and if I ever hoped to escape after high school, I had to start saving for a used car now.

I kept ten percent of my paycheck; the rest went to household expenses. This appeased my mother, who had less and less patience for my existence, and ensured we always had non-SNAP-eligible goods like toilet paper. My cash tips I rammed inside the smelliest shoe in the back of my closet—​a needless precaution, since I was the only one who ever cleaned.

The Frogurt Palace was where I met Trace and the Kevins, a trio of red-eyed burnouts with sagging wallet chains who started coming in near the end of my shifts. I knew Trace vaguely from the bus, and Kevin Tran and Kevin Botti trailed behind him wherever he went. I let them have the frozen yogurt I cleaned out of the spigots every night, a grayish-pink slurry that tasted like strawberry toothpaste, and I wasn’t their only benefactor; Quimby, the owner of the Golden Crown Video next door, kept them high and supplied for the price of listening to his weird stories. After a while, they convinced me to come along.

Quimby turned out to be a pale, puffy man in a sweaty T-shirt and eccentrically patterned chef pants who lived in the basement apartment under his store. With his baby face and unwashed hair slicked back from a balding pate, Quimby’s age was impossible to determine, but I had to think the owner of a video store—​even a shitty little video store that was mostly porn—​had to be a lot older than us. On the rare occasion when a customer rang the bell, he’d run upstairs, exchanging his ratty bathrobe for an equally ratty blazer on the steps.

My first time smoking out at Quimby’s, Trace held the bowl for me and told me to suck in. Just when I thought my lungs would burst, he released the carb, and a giant hit of smoke hammered my chest. I coughed like crazy and my eyes streamed, first with pain and then with relief as all the girls I had been—​the brave girl, the tough girl, the winner, the wanter—​exited the building, and I became nothing.

 


“Hamlet was, on reflection, not a wise name for any pet, even a golden retriever of his particular splendor.”

On a winter afternoon my sophomore year, I sat on the floor with Trace and the Kevins, mightily stoned, sneaking a look at Quimby’s wall of DVDs and videos. I couldn’t make out the hand-scribbled labels on the spines, but they looked unsavory.

Quimby, as usual, pontificated from a beige recliner.

“However, my mother believed a young boy should never be talked out of a budding romance with Shakespeare, and so the dog’s fate was sealed.” He paused for dramatic effect. “The bullet that separated gorgeous breath from golden body was chalked up to a hunting accident, but I always suspected my father of pulling the trigger.”

Trace yawned. Kevin Tran rubbed his shaven head; Kevin Botti took a hit.

Quimby’s voice jabbed me like a finger in the back. “Want to watch one, Jennifer?” It was the first time he’d ever addressed me directly.

“Dude,” said Trace, looking up from his combat boots for the first time in an hour. “Her name’s Mackenzie. She’s been coming here for, like, months.”

“Of course, she has,” Quimby said. “Darling Jennifer, please pick out something we’ll all enjoy.”

Either because I was getting paranoid, or because the recliner gave Quimby an imperial height, it felt more like a command than an invitation. Determined not to flinch, I leaned over, tipped out a videotape at random, and handed it to Quimby. All I could make out of the title was “Madame de . . .”—​the ellipsis like a dirty wink. Kevin Botti passed me the bong, an obscure gesture of respect.

But Quimby was regarding the video with an expression of mild astonishment. “The Earrings of Madame de . . .” He said solemnly, “Gentlemen, there’s more going on in Jennifer’s scraggly little noggin than anyone knows.” Then he swiveled the recliner and loaded the tape.

If it was porn, it certainly wasn’t like what I had seen on the internet. It was black-and-white, with subtitles. In the beginning, a woman in an old-timey dress walked around her fancy bedroom trying to find something to sell. One by one, she touched her treasured possessions. The scene was shot from her point of view, so that in my stoned state, I could almost feel the cold slither of a diamond necklace over my palm, the tickle of fur under my fingers. A shudder of delight ran through me, pushing up on the roof of my mouth like a yawn, and suddenly I could see colors in the black-and-white. They were only the shy souls of colors, palest pink and pistachio green and robin’s-egg blue, like a faint residue of reality lingering in the image. I forgot the subtitles and relaxed into pure deliciousness. The woman pawned some diamond earrings, but somehow they made their way back to her husband, and then her husband’s lover, and then back to the woman again, around and around. She wrote a letter to her lover, ripped it to shreds, and threw it out of a train window, where it transformed into flurries of snow. Guns were drawn. The credits rolled. Tears streamed down my face.

I looked around. Trace and the Kevins were gone.

Quimby had been watching me for some time. “Oh, fools,” he said tenderly.

Many years later, when I heard someone say the name of the film’s director out loud—​Ophüls—​I felt like an idiot. But in the moment, I thought he meant the others, and blushed.

On my way out, he handed me a crumpled paper bag stuffed with videos.

“These are for you, Jennifer,” he said. “When you need more, just let me know.”

I dug up an old TV/VCR combo from the back of my father’s closet, where it had been banished when we bought a DVD player. I dragged it into my closet and watched movies late into the night. The colors never came back, but I knew they were there, and that they were as close as I’d ever get to perfection.

 


And then I met Gwen.
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SkyLoft Hotel, Los Angeles

It’s Claire now,” I remind her.

Gwen winces. “I’m sorry. Old habits die hard.”

We look down at our very different shoes for a moment.

“So, Claire. Will you have a drink on me and catch up?”

“I shouldn’t.” Since the accident, I have been on certain medications that are strongly contraindicated for alcohol.

“Just one?” She smiles conspiratorially.

But I’ve already had one—​a rather large glass of wine at the reception. “I have work to do tonight,” I say, thinking of Harvard up in my hotel room.

“You always did work too hard.” Her delicate allusion to our differences and how I so improbably overcame them seems to move her. She steps closer and touches my forearm. “Please?”

There’s no word for losing a friend like Gwen. Breakup, separation, split—​all for romantic partnerships, and all suggesting a clear end, something you don’t get in a friendship unless you’re one of those drink-throwers or bitch!-screamers in the viral videos. Falling-out is too final to describe the particular uncertainty, the lengthening silence. The only phrase we have for the slow, specific entropy of a dying friendship is drifted apart. As if you fell asleep sunbathing on floats and woke up on opposite sides of the swimming pool.

As if it didn’t hurt.

Which is why, against my better judgment, against every instinct that tells me to go straight to bed and fuck my stranger and get a good night’s sleep for tomorrow’s interview, I nod and say, “Maybe just one.”

Gwen points out a table in the corner, and we head in that direction.

“Your admirer at the bar will be disappointed.” The man with the salt-and-pepper hair has been following us with his eyes. Now he pulls out his wallet and throws down a bill.

“Oh, he’s not an admirer. Just killing time waiting for his lady friend,” she says with a short laugh. “Besides, this always scares them off.” She holds up her left hand and wiggles an engagement ring, though I could have sworn it wasn’t there a moment ago, when her hands were folded on the bar.

“Congratulations.” In the time-honored tradition of best friends, I take her hand to get a closer look and see a giant solitaire on a double-rowed band of tiny diamonds like teeth. Her fingers are cold and dry. I feel something like an electric shock at the contact and hold her hand a little longer so as not to jerk mine away. As a result, we are still connected at the fingertips when she climbs into her chair, and I am left with the distinct impression of having helped her into her seat. I draw my hand back and sit down. “It’s stunning.”

Gwen smiles her thanks, and I open my mouth to ask the next obvious question. But just then, with an alacrity I am certain he reserves for people who look like Gwen, the waiter appears. I point to a scotch located three-quarters of the way down the drink menu, at that precise inflection point that suggests both expensive tastes and a certain restraint in indulging them. “Double, neat.”

It’s Gwen’s turn. “Make me something good?” She flashes the waiter a smile, and he scurries off to comply, leaving us alone.

“Who’s the lucky guy?” I say, thankful that the interruption has kept me from betraying my rabid curiosity. “I had no idea you were even seeing someone.”

She blushes. “I haven’t posted anything about it online.” And she names a recently exiled Brazilian director whose first film, made on a shoestring, was so universally adored that several big Hollywood names are rumored to be lined up for the second.

“Wow.” My eyebrows shoot upward, though I manage not to gasp. “I can see why you’re keeping that close to the vest. So, what’s he like?”

“Oh, you know. Wonderful. Amazing.” She laughs. “I never know how to describe people.”

“He must be brilliant.”

She shifts in her seat. “He’s very private.”

That seems like a clear enough signal to move on, but I can’t help myself. “Must be hard for him being famous, then.”

“He’s not,” she protests.

The waiter arrives with the drinks and we are spared the argument. He tosses a pair of thick white napkins on the table and sets down my tumbler of scotch and Gwen’s slender highball, something cloudy with a twist.

“Cheers.” She raises her glass. We click rims and take a sip.

While I’m still savoring the warm shudder of scotch going down, Gwen asks, “How are your mom and Lily?”

I grimace and exhale ninety-five-proof through my teeth. “They’re great, thanks for asking.”

“Did you see them at Christmas?”

“My mom knows not to expect me, with the conference,” I say a little stiffly.

“Having a big annual conference smack between Christmas and New Year’s must be awful.”

“It really is,” I lie.

“It’s like a naked bid for loyalty.” She wrinkles her nose.

I take another sip. I know all about naked bids for loyalty. My mom’s first relapse happened just after I drove away to college for the first time. I wound up living at home and commuting. Further relapses always coincided with some important opportunity; my application to the Program was very nearly derailed by one of them.

Gwen breaks the silence with a laugh.

“I’m sorry I’m having so much trouble with your name. My mom used to have a patient named Claire. She always had her panic attacks at dinnertime for some reason. The phone would ring right as we were sitting down, and it would be Claire hiding in a bathroom stall at some charity banquet, and my mom would have to talk her down.” She pauses and takes a sip, looking thoughtful. “I hope she’s doing okay.”

“Your mom?”

She laughs, startled. “Her patient. Mom and Dad are fine.”

Of course, they are. What do a physics professor emeritus and a psychoanalyst with family money have to worry about? “They must be delighted about the engagement.”

She’s been fiddling with her napkin, and now she crumples it abruptly. “Gallant died last year.”

“Oh no! I’m so sorry.”

“Well, he was twenty-two years old. A ripe old age for a cat.”

As Gwen launches into the details, I find myself drifting back to the nights I spent in the Whitneys’ guest room with their big black-and-white cat curled up beside me. The alcohol has softened my defenses against the uncomfortable realization that despite my success, there’s some part of me that still longs for Gwen’s house in Wheatsville, where Gwen herself lived only a couple of years. A few words are enough to conjure it all back: the breakfast nook and formal dining room they actually used, the modern rug in the always-neat living room, Gwen slumped on the white sofa looking like a Pre-Raphaelite painting, the TV screen light flickering over her face instead of stained-glass lozenges.

At the same time, there is another part of me that is becoming increasingly aware that all this inane chatter about cats is taking the place of something Gwen very much doesn’t want to talk about, and that I very much do.

Without bothering to wait for a natural pause, I ask, “When’s the wedding?”

Gwen flushes, and then I do, too. I’m not invited. We haven’t drifted apart. Gwen doesn’t want me in her world.

I never belonged there in the first place. But she’s the one who invited me in.

Gwen

2

Gwendolyn Whitney showed up on the bus in the middle of sophomore year, soft ivory beret setting off her long, dark hair, belted camel coat standing out in the sea of ski jackets and buffalo plaid.

Beside me in the seat, Trace cracked a dirty joke. I turned away, leaned my knit cap against the window, and watched my breath fuzz over the outside world.

An hour later, there she was again, sitting a few rows ahead of me in homeroom. “Gwendolyn Whitney?” the teacher said, solving the mystery of how the two of us happened to wind up in the same classroom: Whitney, Woods.

If it weren’t for that shared initial, I might never have known Gwen’s name. Her new Prius was already on order from the dealer, an apology from her parents for moving her away from Manhattan in the middle of the school year; once she turned sixteen and got her license, she’d never set foot on a bus again. Everything would have been different if her name hadn’t been Whitney, if mine hadn’t been Woods.

It seemed my father had left me something, after all.

 


Two weeks later, Gwen spotted La Règle du jeu in my unzipped backpack during homeroom.

“Rules of the Game,” she said. It took me a moment to recognize the English title. “Is that Renoir?” She leaned over for a closer look, and the ends of her dark, shiny hair brushed my forearm.

“Uh, yeah,” I said.

“Why did you bring it to school? Is it for a class?”

Nothing I did was for a class. “I’m returning it today,” I said uncomfortably.

“Is it good?”

The question stumped me. Quimby had never asked my opinion on the movies he lent me, and it had never occurred to me that I could have one. The films I liked best—​subtitled, black-and-white, thronged with women in opulent gowns and men who wore pistols—​were clearly not made for me. Watching them late at night in my closet already felt like a transgression.

But the girl kept looking at me with her unblinking dark brown eyes, and I felt myself blush.

“Um, yeah.” I racked my brain for something else to say. “It’s really good.”

“What is it about?”

Another challenging question. I’d been high as a kite when I watched it after my shift last night, and the black-and-white figures in their warm ocher wash had often looked interchangeable. Anyway, I didn’t watch Quimby’s movies for the plots. I watched them to get lost in their strange, luxurious foreignness, to get a glimpse of that shimmer of something more I’d seen the first time. But I was afraid if I didn’t answer the question, or answered it wrong, Gwen would stop talking to me. And I wanted her to keep talking to me. She shimmered, too.

“There are these people,” I tried. “And they’re all in this house together, and they’re having affairs.” My face burned. With a burst of inspiration, I remembered something that had seemed important: “And they go hunting.”

Pathetic.

“Do you think I could borrow it?”

So quickly and naturally had she moved from wanting to asking that her hand was already reaching for it. It wasn’t a greedy gesture; there was something generous in it, even, a default assumption that giving was as easy for everyone as it must be for her.

I slapped my hand down instinctively, crushing the flap over the video. “The guy who gave it to me probably wouldn’t like me lending it out.”

She frowned, and I instantly regretted it. For a second she had thought we were the same. What I really wanted was to watch the film with her—​she was so clearly its rightful audience—​but I couldn’t invite her over. I pictured Gwen in her pristine coat walking through the kitchen, past countertops littered with Dollar Tree bags and unwashed dishes, and then pausing to examine the pictures on the living room mantel—​toddler-me in a tiara, Mom’s pageant photos, my father cut out of the family shots—​while Lily’s TV chefs yammered in the background.

Worst of all, I thought of my mother sizing Gwen up, taking in her ivory beret. Asking me, with a sarcastic smile, how we’d met.

Gwen was looking at me carefully. “What if you came over after school and we watched it at my house? We ride the same bus, right?”

Later, I marveled at her tact, the way she’d clocked my expression and corrected course. At the time, I felt only a rush of pleasure that she’d remembered me from the bus. “Sure,” I said, already thinking of an excuse for Trace and the Kevins. “I’ll see you after school.”

The bell rang. Gwen said au revoir, with a shade of irony. I decided to sign up for French.

 


I never went back to Quimby’s. His copy of La Règle du jeu lay on the floor until I accidentally kicked it under the bed.

These days, I watched movies with Gwen on her flat-screen TV. We rented them by mail from a film society in Chicago, and what we couldn’t rent, Gwen found online and bought.

In February she turned sixteen, and after that we drove the Prius into the city almost every weekend for repertory screenings. Gwen was still too nervous to drive alone—​she’d taken driver’s ed by correspondence, and what with one Dr. Whitney working overtime at the particle accelerator lab and the other always on the phone with her Manhattan patients, the practice hours had been fudged. Gwen’s anxiety about driving worked in my favor, inuring her parents to my constant presence in their house. My mom certainly didn’t object to seeing less of me.

When Gwen started picking me up for school in the morning, my attendance record improved. We’d go back to her house after school and do homework in her room until it was time for my shift, and then she’d drop me off at the Frogurt Palace. Now that I had a ride everywhere, new vistas of time opened up. My floundering GPA slowly began to right itself.

Gwen never talked about missing her friends in New York, where she had attended a famous prep school for girls. “Everyone knew everyone there,” she said when I pressed her for details. “Imagine being in the same classes together since first grade. It was really boring.”

I knew that New York couldn’t possibly be more boring than Wheatsville. But even if the suburbs were not as novel to her as she pretended, Gwen clearly liked having her own personal tour guide to Wheatsville’s low-rent charms. When we weren’t watching movies, we hit the pancake house for bowl-shaped Dutch babies filled with powdered sugar and lemon slices, or the kitschy-quaint gift shops along the Riverwalk for hand-pressed stationery, or the grocery store for a picnic of fruit and fancy chocolates—​Gwen always managing, discreetly, to pay. At night we strolled aimlessly around the Riverwalk, kicking pebbles into the oily water, or hopped the wall at the public library to roam the sculpture garden. And all the while, wherever we went, we talked and talked about life, art, boys, the movies we watched together, and the books from my father’s old bookshelf I’d started plowing through in an effort to catch up to Gwen’s vast and seemingly innate knowledge.

Now that I wasn’t high all the time, I’d started waking up earlier, before Mom and Lily got up. The house was so quiet and peaceful that I found myself able to finish my homework every morning before Gwen came to get me. In the shelter of my thoughts, I sometimes pretended I was just doing a little extra studying before heading to my private school on the Upper East Side, where I’d known the girls so long they bored me to tears.

Over the summer, Gwen and I holed up in her basement viewing room and lived together in the films of Godard and Truffaut and Varda, Pasolini and Visconti and Fellini. By fall, a shared fantasy language had begun to infect our reality. After Blow-Up, we mimed a tennis match in Millennium Park; inspired by Daisies, we bought black-and-white dresses from Goodwill and practiced drawing thick rings of eyeliner around our eyes to match its reckless heroines, Marie I and Marie II. Even though I was taller, it went without saying that she was Marie I.

“We even look the same,” she said, snapping a photo of us as the Maries with the retro Polaroid she got for her seventeenth birthday.

We looked nothing alike, but I wasn’t going to be the one to say it.

 


“I’m pretty sure the missing Corn Queen from three counties over is buried under this log.”

We were picnicking in the forest preserve late in the afternoon spring of senior year. The seventeen-year cicadas were out, screeching their heads off.

“I do hear those local pageants get very competitive,” Gwen said, kicking her heel on the underside of the trunk. “Do you think the runner-up hired a hitman, or was it an amateur job?”

“It was probably a satanic cult.
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