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				To see takes time, like to have a friend takes time.

				—Georgia O’Keeffe

			

		

	
		
			I

		

	
		
			Rob spent his afternoons underground, after school, in those white Midwestern winters. Outside, the world of northwest Indiana was frozen and still, but inside Rob ran down the green carpeted stairs and into his grandfather’s humid world. Silas, just turned eighty, was sitting in the far corner, amid his many plants, in his yellow wingback chair, asleep with a book open on his lap. Hearing Rob, he opened his eyes.

			“Young man,” he said, and yawned.

			Silas’s twin bed was next to his chair. Usually the bed was tidy, befitting a former navy midshipman, but today it lay unmade, the plaid wool blanket still at a ragged diagonal. The bedside table was crowded with envelopes and mugs surrounding the small lamp, with a tricolored shade, that Rob had given him last Christmas.

			“Listen to this one,” Silas said. He looked down his long bent nose and read from his grimly illustrated book. “ ‘A train from Mumbai to Delhi derailed, slid three hundred feet down a slope, and eventually broke apart into two hundred and twenty-one pieces. Three hundred and twelve were killed.’ ” For weeks Silas had been reading this book, a compendium of history’s worst train disasters.

			“Mostly men, thank God,” he noted.

			Once a week, a woman from the Friends of the Library dropped off books the Friends couldn’t sell, and his grandfather pawed through them. He preferred nonfiction about calamities, but was interested in anything obscure; last week he’d read a book about the history of brass. Rob had found Off the Rails: A Century of Train Wrecks in the box on the porch and knew his grandfather would be in ecstasy.

			Rob kept his own small library in the basement, too, next to Silas’s records. He’d salvaged books about ogres and gnomes, Norse mythology and a thick volume featuring speculative designs for intergalactic settlements.

			“You feel like drawing?” Silas asked.

			Rob took his notebook from the tilted shelf and arranged it on the fur-covered beanbag on the floor. He grabbed his sleeve of colored markers, lay on his stomach, and turned the notebook’s thick pages until he found a blank one.

			“Oh wait,” Silas said. “Can you flip the record before you settle in?”

			Rob got to his knees and reached for the stereo. The record on the turntable was still Helen Reddy—the same record since Sunday. He turned it over and set the needle down on the whirling black rings. The record, like all of Silas’s, was slightly warped, so the needle rose and fell as if traversing a tiny obsidian landscape full of hills and valleys.

			“Thank you,” Silas said. Reddy’s bell-clear voice came through the speaker, and Rob arranged himself again on his stomach. He looked at the white page, the tight weave of the paper, ticking his black marker against his temple. Rob tried to think of what to draw. He stared at a spider’s dense web in the corner, where a wall of wood paneling met cinder block. Silas liked spiders and did not permit anyone to clear the webs in his basement. There were dozens of them.

			Rob drew a ringed planet and surrounded it with stars. One of the stars seemed too big, so he made it an asteroid trailed by fire. “Is there fire in space?” he asked Silas.

			“No,” Silas said. “No oxygen, so no fire.”

			Rob clicked his tongue and held his pencil over the page. He thought about correcting the drawing but decided against it. He colored his fire orange and red and yellow.

			“Apparently 1956 was the worst year for train deaths,” Silas said. “There were over a thousand. Mostly in India.”

			Rob sketched the surface of the moon. A fly landed on his paper, crawled over a crater, and briefly disappeared in the shadow Rob had rendered. There were always insects in Silas’s room. The plants gave them sustenance and the spiders were well fed.

			“What are you drawing?” Silas asked.

			Rob showed him.

			“The moon?” Silas said. “I think it needs more rocks.”

			Rob dotted his moon with small misshapen rocks.

			“Did you see the new batch? There are a few in there you might like.” His grandfather nodded to a banker’s box, full of books, in the corner. Rob removed a few horror paperbacks, their titles garish in silver and red, and landed on an oversized book, the cover featuring the face of a boy a bit older than himself. He was pale, pink-lipped, and wore a white seersucker jacket and a straw hat. Manet was the book’s title.

			“Man-ay. French painter,” Silas said.

			Rob turned the pages. The paintings were bright, the people rendered in flat color, the drawing flawless, the edges of each person or shape wonderfully clean. There was a painting of a rubber tree plant, and Rob had never seen anything so right; it looked just like the one in Silas’s room, vivid and alive. Rob examined a painting of three people, two men and a woman, picnicking in the forest. The men wore suits. The woman was nude.

			“Unusual dress code for a picnic,” Silas said. He shifted his feet, and Rob saw how bloated and knobby they were. He’d once seen them uncovered; they were purple and blue, bulbous with pooled blood. Silas could walk up the stairs to the main floor, but rarely did. It was a point of contention with Rob’s mother. If you don’t walk, you’ll die, she told him.

			“You have to walk more,” Rob said now.

			“I will,” Silas said. “Waiting for something to walk to.”

			Rob turned to a page where a painted barmaid stood wearing a corset, a hundred bright bottles behind her. Behind the bottles there was a mirror. On the marble bar before her, a large crystal bowl held a dozen small oranges, the white reflection of the bar’s chandeliers bright upon their dimpled skins. They’d been painted perfectly, lusciously; Rob had never seen orange so succulent and bright. Everywhere in the painting were flourishes, rapid strokes of the brush that indicated water, eyes, hands. And those oranges! Each was only a few flashes of color, just a bit of paint, but they were so ripe, bursting, delectable.

			In the upper left corner, he saw a tiny woman on a swing.

			“Did they have swings indoors then?” he asked Silas.

			Silas leaned over. “You know, I’ve looked at that painting a hundred times, and I’ve never seen that woman on the swing.”

			“I bet no one else sees the woman on the swing,” Silas said. “Your first time seeing that painting, and you found her.”

			Rob pictured this painter smiling to himself, painting this woman in the corner, high above the crowd, invisible to most eyes. Rob did this, too, in his drawings. There were always details like this, only for himself. Silas nudged him with his foot.

			“Hey, did you ever finish the one of the dragon you started the other day?”

			“I did one with two heads,” Rob said.

			“Right. Two heads. I liked that. Can I see it again?”

			Rob took a different notebook from the tilted shelf and flipped through the pages. He found the drawing and placed the pad on top of Silas’s train book. Silas examined the drawing closely, pursing his lips.

			“There’s a lot of empty space up here,” he said, sweeping his forefinger around the blankness above the dragon. “You could put some clouds here.” He dotted the page with his dry-skinned fingertip.

			“Maybe,” Rob said, and put the pad back on the shelf. He eased again into the fur beanbag, the sound a dense crunching, and continued to work on his moon. He wasn’t sure about the clouds. He’d think about that idea later. The Helen Reddy song ended and Silas sighed.

			“Don’t you find that song so sad?” Silas asked.

			The only words of the song Rob knew were “What would they say / If we up and ran away?” The words made a good deal of sense to Rob. He sometimes pictured living somewhere else, somewhere warm, with Silas—like his grandfather’s subterranean jungle, but real, a place far away from the man his mother had brought into their home.

			“Can you play it again?” Silas asked, and Rob got up and moved the needle back to the start.

			“You like it?” Silas asked.

			When Rob considered a question like this, he often made a clicking sound, a prelude to a decision. He’d been doing it since he was very small.

			“There you go,” Silas said. “My little Cricket.”

			“Not little,” Rob said.

			“No, not little,” Silas said. “Sorry.” He closed his book and looked at Rob. “Do you mind the name Cricket?”

			“It’s fine,” Rob said.

			The man upstairs was named Robert, and Cricket wanted no confusion between the two of them. When he thought of Robert, and his baggy button-down shirts, his skinny red ties, his scraggly sideburns, his scalpel voice, his hands touching Rob’s mother, his ugly gold watch, his mouth full of black fillings, his bony bald head, his pockmarked face, his tiny vibrating eyes—

			Rob decided at that moment to tell everyone in his life that his name was now Cricket. “I want to be Cricket with everyone,” he told Silas.

			“Okay, and if you get sick of it, so what,” Silas said, and opened the book to a new disaster. “Oh God. This one is terrible. You shouldn’t look at this picture. Do you want to?” Silas lifted the book to show him.

			Cricket saw a black-and-white photo of a zigzagged train at the bottom of a desert gulch. A man’s feet extended through a broken window.

			“Forty-one dead on that one,” Silas said. “Mostly bankers. Wait. Did we water the plants?”

			“I’ll do it,” Cricket said, and ran upstairs to fill the watering can. He hadn’t heard Robert enter the house but there he was, in the kitchen, opening the cabinets over the sink. Cricket had known this man most of his life. His mother worked for a title company, and Robert was a real estate agent. But only in the last six months had he become something more—some ill-defined person who came and went freely within Cricket’s home, who sat on the couch with his mother’s feet on his lap.

			In the kitchen, the open basement door shifted the light of the room and Robert’s bird eyes found Cricket. “Prince Rob,” he said, and inhaled extravagantly, conveying the unsolvable problem that Cricket represented. “Do you know where the aspirin is?”

			Cricket knew exactly where his mother kept the aspirin, but shrugged, No.

			“Damnit,” Robert hissed. “I swear she had it somewhere around here.” He opened each of the kitchen cabinets in rapid succession, letting each door slap shut. “I picture it around here,” he said, and swung his arms in a tight circumference around his torso.

			The aspirin was in a drawer by Robert’s waist. He was so close, but Cricket enjoyed watching him struggle. Robert opened the right drawer three times but didn’t see the bottle, which was deep in the drawer, behind the tangle of a Dustbuster charger.

			“I feel like I’m going crazy!” Robert wailed.

			To fill the watering can, Cricket needed the kitchen sink. And to reach the sink he needed the plastic stepladder stored under the sink. But he couldn’t get at either while Robert was standing in the small kitchen. He thought he might tell Robert that the aspirin was in the bathroom; that would remove him from the kitchen for a moment, but Robert would return angry at Cricket. Already Robert suspected Cricket of daily malfeasance, saw him as a petty crook and vandal.

			Cricket thought he might go outside and fill the can from the hose, but it was January, no more than ten degrees outside, the sky frozen and white, the trees terrified and bare. Cricket walked to the living room and looked out into the driveway, where Robert’s pale green Nissan was parked at a diagonal.

			Behind him, he heard the thumping of Robert’s feet as he made his way to the bathroom, and knowing he had a brief window of opportunity, Cricket darted to the kitchen sink to fill the watering can. His heart thrummed as the water rushed in, as Robert opened and closed all the cabinets in the bathroom with squeals and clacks. By the time he slammed the bathroom door closed and cursed again—“This stupid fucking house!”—Cricket had returned to the safety of the humid basement.

			He went about the work of watering each of Silas’s plants, feeling his grandfather’s eyes upon him.

			“I know he’s up there,” Silas said. “And I know it’s troubling you.”

			“It’s no trouble,” Cricket said.

			“Just keep your distance,” Silas said. “You are yours. Do you understand?”

			“I think so,” Cricket said, though he did not understand.

			“Sorry, that wasn’t clear,” Silas said. “You were born many years ago. Almost ten years now. That’s a lot of years. You’re practically a man.”

			Cricket smiled as he poured the clear water into the ash-brown soil of a small ficus. The water pooled for a moment, a dollop of bright glass, and then collapsed, a tiny world ending, staining the earth black.

			“I was out of the house at fourteen,” Silas said. “On my own. And I loved it. There’s not that much difference between ten and fourteen, you know. At ten, you are capable and strong. If your mom had to work late, you would know how to eat dinner, right?”

			Cricket nodded. He’d fed himself a half dozen times, and just last year, his mother had begun to let him use the oven. His mother was tall—too tall, she lamented, too thin, and had a slight limp from a childhood fall from a roof. “I never healed right,” she’d told Cricket. “It was a bad time to break your bones.”

			“You can get to school on your own,” Silas said. “You walk there most days. And you know how to do your homework, work the phone, brush your teeth, sleep, make your bed, all that. So what of the essential tasks can your mom do that you can’t do?”

			“Drive?” Cricket said.

			“Fine, drive,” Silas said. “Even driving I did at fourteen! But everything else, you can do now. Remember that. At the moment, your mom has this man in the house, and this is annoying for both you and me. Your mother is tall, so she settles for small men. And this one’s turning all this farmland into ugly strip malls. But that’s apart from you. The fact of him is like the fact of bad weather. Snow, rain, hail. He is an element outside of yourself—something you prepare yourself for. If you went out in bad weather, you’d put on a coat, and then move through the bad weather, right?”

			Cricket was pouring the last of the water into the last of the plants.

			“Cricket? Did you hear what I said?”

			Cricket had heard. “Mm-hmm,” he said.

			“You wouldn’t stay inside crying about it, correct?”

			Cricket winced and looked at Silas.

			“Sorry,” Silas said. “I just mean that you’d put on a coat. You’d inoculate yourself against the elements.”

			Cricket returned to the beanbag and to his drawing of the moon. There were small windows near the basement’s ceiling, and the light outside was dimming. It was time to turn on the basement’s overhead lights, but the switch was in the kitchen, and Cricket didn’t want to venture upstairs again.

			“Want me to turn that on?” Cricket asked and nodded to the tricolored bedside lamp.

			“No need,” Silas said. “We have some time before it gets dark. My point is that you must draw a line between you and that man. And between you and the sources of your discontent. If it’s raining, put on a raincoat, or go inside, or go somewhere where it’s not raining. A tornado comes, you stay out of its path. The same is the case with Robert. He’s one of a thousand elements that exist in your world. He’s no more important than any other—rain, snow, wind.”

			Cricket filled in the moon’s gray expanse, and his marker went dry. He thought about how he’d get a new one. He knew where to steal one at school, but he no longer stole from the school; that had been last year. He could ask his mother, but his mother would tell him that the markers should last longer than they had lasted. He’d gotten this current set just two weeks earlier. His mother had seen it in a discount bin at Walgreens and had left it in his room with a note. He could use a pencil, he decided. It was an inferior gray, but it was gray. But getting a pencil meant going upstairs.

			“You are contained,” Silas said. “You can visit with your mother, or spend time with me. Or you can go into the world outside and look at its endlessness. And always you have the life you can conjure on your own. You can produce beauty there in your notebooks, from scratch. And harmony. Chaos outside, order on your paper. Right? Look at the worlds you’ve created.” He pointed to the six or seven drawings he’d had Cricket tape to the walls. One was of an ice kingdom. Another of a jungle populated by giant toucans. Three were of the vast underground headquarters, seven stories down, that Cricket planned to build when he was older and had his own money and was a construction expert.

			The record ended and Cricket got up to flip it. Just as he stood, he heard his mother’s heels clicking above. She was home with dinner. She would be a barrier between him and Robert, or would be involved with Robert in some discussion such that Cricket could slip into his bedroom unnoticed, get a pencil and make his way back to the basement.

			“You need anything?” he asked Silas.

			“A sunny day in Belize,” Silas said.

			Cricket ran up the stairs.

			He found his mother and Robert in the kitchen, her back against the stove. Her right arm was raised high, holding a dark bottle.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Robert said, and reached for it as Cricket’s mother held it higher. Under the fluorescent light, the tilted fluid inside was a bright sickly red. Robert finally took hold of the bottle but his mother didn’t let go.

			“You’re pathetic,” she said.

			“And you’re a gimpy whore,” he said, and he twisted the bottle to free it from her grip. Slowly, slowly, he bent her wrist and arm back until she was folded sideways, her elbow stabbing her waist, her mouth agape in a soundless scream. Finally she saw Cricket, and he let go.

			“Go downstairs,” she said to him, and knelt, her hands on her thighs. For a moment her face was peaceful and young before Robert swung the back of his hand into her ear. Surprise registered on her face, her eyes open and white, before she fell to the floor.

		

	
		
			On the first day of spring, Cricket walked home from school as he usually did, past the water tower and broken tractor and past Ms. Iwert’s house, where the two white cats sat on the roof and gazed lazily down upon him.

			Cricket thought about what Silas had said, about the separation between him and Robert and the world. After the Iwerts’ house there was an empty house, and after that was the Azarians’, where their dog, on warmer days, ran to the fence barking at Cricket as he passed.

			This day, Cricket stopped in front of the house, and watched as the dog raced to the fence, barking frantically. Cricket flinched the first few times the dog roared and lunged, then he steadied himself. There was no danger. As the dog snarled and leapt, Cricket stood and examined the dog’s mouth, his wet teeth, his gray-pink tongue. The dog grew more manic while Cricket grew calmer. The dog’s barking became sporadic and uncertain, and finally stopped. Cricket and the dog stared at each other in silence. They breathed in and out, their exhalations tiny clouds that met the sky and disappeared, and finally Cricket walked on.

			There were three cars in his driveway. The front door was propped open by a houseplant—one of Silas’s. Cricket’s aunt Paige emerged from the house carrying Silas’s end table, a cigarette pinched in her mouth. She grimaced while trying to get the table through the doorway. Upon seeing Cricket, she called back into the house. “Cricket’s here! Did you tell him?”

			His mother appeared behind Paige, and with three long strides was upon him, pressing his head into her sweater. “I’m sorry, sweetie. He died this morning.”

			Still wearing his coat, Cricket walked into the house, down the basement steps and found his grandfather’s room upended. The bed had been stripped. Half the plants were gone. The books that had been on the shelves were now in boxes. Silas’s records were gone. Cricket’s notebooks were gone.

			“Come up here, hon,” his mother said from the top of the stairs.

			Cricket walked upstairs and again she pressed his head to her stomach. “I know this must be hard,” she said. “He died peacefully, so that’s a blessing, right? Want to take your coat off?”

			The phone rang in the next room and Paige answered it. “June, can you talk to the funeral home?” she yelled to Cricket’s mother.

			Cricket didn’t know where to be. He stood in the kitchen for a moment. Paige walked by and ran her long fingernails through his hair. “Your mom said you usually water the plants. We moved them upstairs. I don’t know how they survived down there. Want to water them now? It’s good to stay busy.”

			He looked in the small room off the kitchen and found the plants there, arrayed on the floor and the card table. The windows above them were white with frost.

			“I have it here somewhere,” his mother said on the phone, and pushed past him to search through a box. She caught Paige’s eye, and nodded to Cricket. Her fingernails dancing on his back, Paige pushed him out of the room.

			For months after Silas’s death, Cricket went to school, but otherwise stayed in his room, watching television. Cricket’s notebooks couldn’t be found for weeks, until one day Paige arrived at the house carrying a grocery bag. “Look what I found!”

			Cricket quickly took them and brought them to his room, where he hid them in his closet. Paige later reported to his mother that she had brought the notebooks to her car by mistake, thinking they were Silas’s. They’d been mixed in with the books and records she had removed.

			Robert was scarce in the aftermath of Silas’s death, but reappeared in May. Under the auspices of his grief, Cricket asked if he could eat his dinners in the basement, in Silas’s wingback chair. Each night, a few minutes before bed, he snuck up from the basement and down the hall to his room. His mother kissed him good night, and weeks went by when Cricket did not see Robert. He heard the hard way they talked to each other. He heard their occasional groanings in bed. He had a recurring dream of a muscular black cloud undulating over his mother’s bed, hissing and squealing.

			As the days grew warmer, Cricket spent most of his time outside. After school, he rode his bike for hours, waiting till dark to come home, weaving through the unnamed streets that had been laid on the land where the farms had been. There would be homes there someday, he’d been told, but for now there were only newly paved roads cut through fallow fields. This was Robert’s work: selling the land, the plots, that had been farms. That’s how he’d met Cricket’s mother.

			There was a wooden span over the creek, and occasionally there were teenagers on the bridge, and if they were there, Cricket couldn’t cross. No younger kid could cross there, because at best the teenagers called Cricket a pussy or a faggot and at worst they would throw any interloper’s bike over the railing and into the rocky drainage ditch below.

			Usually, though, Cricket would turn toward the bridge and it would be clear and he would ride quickly over it, his wheels on the loose planks making a xylophone rattle. But if there were teenagers there, he had to either risk it, to get off and walk his bike between them, or take the next bridge, a mile downstream. He had never walked his bike through the teenagers. He had always gone around.

			He had no reason to feel overconfident this day. He was no bigger or stronger or quicker with a retort. But when he looked to the bridge, he saw two teenagers, a boy and a girl, and because he assumed they were on some kind of date, the danger seemed muted. Teenagers of all genders in large groups were a clear and present danger. But a boy and girl together seemed less fraught. Cricket told himself that the boy, wanting to impress the girl, might even be kind to someone like him, a boy passing peacefully through.

			“Halt,” the girl said.

			She sat on the wooden railing of the bridge. Her hair was straight and styled like a boy’s, long in the front and swept left. Her eyes were light—a pale brown, maybe hazel, Cricket thought. The boy was black-haired and dark-eyed, with the beginnings of a mustache. His chin was bony and bisected, jutting from his face in a way that Cricket could only think of as testicular. He grabbed Cricket’s handlebars, the bike’s front tire wedged between his legs.

			“What’s your name?” the girl asked.

			“Rob,” Cricket said. He assumed telling them “Cricket” would bring trouble. The key to moving through the world at his age was being wholly unremarkable.

			“I know you,” the girl said, her eyes narrowing. “You’re in the class below me. You draw.”

			The older boy assessed Cricket. “You draw, like, pictures?”

			“This kid is seriously good,” she said. “Mostly spaceships and shit, but really detailed and realistic.”

			Cricket looked at her and thought he recognized her. A grade above was another world. He saw those kids as he saw adults, teachers, cops. But she did look familiar. The boy, though, he didn’t know. He might be from out of town, a far more dangerous category of teenager. A teenager from out of town was capable of anything—even murder. Murder was never far from Cricket’s mind. A girl had been abducted and murdered in his town, sometime before he was born, and so it seemed a possibility every day. He assumed this was how a murder began—first you were stopped on your bike, then they found you dead in the woods.

			“I’ve got an idea,” the girl said. “Can you do calligraphy?”

			“I don’t know,” Cricket said. He’d heard this word but—

			“You have nice handwriting I assume?” she said.

			When Cricket shrugged, her eyes opened wide. “Look how shy you are!” she said, and pinched Cricket’s cheek between her cold fingers.

			Quickly Cricket’s eyes were wet with terror and rage, and he squinted to drain the tears, hoping she and her out-of-town friend hadn’t noticed.

			“Are you a worker?” she asked.

			“I don’t know,” Cricket said.

			“Are you a worker?” she asked again. Now he saw that her eyes were not hazel but gold. “We need your skill,” she said, and her fingers, which had gripped his face so harshly, now dropped and rested, caterpillar-soft, on his forearm.

			“Come with us,” she said.

			He still didn’t know either of their names, and it was impossible to ask. He should not have felt compelled to follow the two of them anywhere. But there was an implied authority about them, and Cricket was intrigued by what they had in mind, involving as it did his artistic skill and good penmanship. He assumed she wanted him to help with some art project for school, or a letter she needed to write.

			They walked together through the dappled light, past the Azarians’ barking dog and to the park at the end of the road, a wide green expanse with four tennis courts and three baseball fields abutting a small man-made lake said to be patrolled by a snapping turtle. Now that he realized they weren’t going to her house, or any house, letter-writing or calligraphic invitations seemed less likely. Cricket thought of matches and small fires, because whenever teenagers went to this park, they brought Bic lighters and started small fires.

			“Up here,” the girl said, and led Cricket up the park’s slight incline and to the play structure. The play structure was new and made of wood. It had recently replaced the old jungle gym—a multicolored digestive system of metal tubes and rusted bolts that had been there all Cricket’s life. This new structure was sturdy and clean, made of hardwood posts and planks standing amid a sea of splintery wood chips.

			“We want you to write something,” the girl said, and removed a marker from her pocket. It was steel blue and the size of a small flashlight. Cricket had never seen a marker so big. She pulled the black cap off and handed it to him, the diesel smell blooming between them.

			“On the wood?” Cricket asked.

			“Do it in like fancy writing,” the girl said. “Like Old English. You know Old English?”

			Cricket thought of his book about giants, and pictured some of the lettering inside, with double-vertical lines and fat beveled curves. He looked across the park for any other people who might be watching, or who might have seen the three of them together. There was no one. His stomach spiraled into his legs and feet.

			“First thing you write is ‘Beat the meat.’ In all caps,” the girl said.

			Cricket didn’t know what the words meant, but the rhyme made him smile. He pictured a butcher attacking a hamburger with a bat.

			“Funny, right?” the girl said, and pointed to the two-by-four below them. “Do it big, with each letter as tall as the width of the board.”

			Cricket was alone with two older kids, and they had given him orders; he couldn’t fight them and couldn’t outrun them. So he bore down, carefully rendering the letters in a way he thought approximated Old English calligraphy. The words “BEAT” and “MEAT” he wrote in all caps, and with a flourish he thought gave the message more class and even a jaunty style, he wrote the “the” in cursive. When he was finished, he leaned back and tilted his head, liking what he’d done and waiting for praise.

			“Perfect. Fucking perfect,” the girl said, and she pinched his forearm hard. It hurt a great deal but also flooded him with love and desire. “What’s the next one?” she asked the other boy.

			“ ‘Flog the dog,’ ” he said dispassionately, as if reading off the second item of a list he’d memorized years before and referred to daily.

			“ ‘Flog the dog’! Yes!” the girl said, and pointed to the next plank and then to the marker in Cricket’s hand.

			Cricket rendered this second phrase in the same handwriting, again putting the “the” in cursive. While drawing, he heard himself making his clicking sound, and noticed that in the girl’s eyes was the momentary worry that Cricket couldn’t control the making of insect sounds—and what kind of person couldn’t help making insect sounds? So he decided he could never make this clicking sound again. When he was finished with the second phrase, he nodded to it, saying nothing.

			“Cool!” the girl said. “This is so fucking badass. I’m glad we ran into you, kid. We couldn’t have done this without you.”

			And with that, the vessel that was Cricket’s soul overflowed with a liquid love, viscous and golden.

			“Next is ‘Whack the stack,’ ” the older boy said.

			“ ‘Whack the stack’?” the girl asked. “Ray, is that real?”

			So this boy’s name was Ray. Ray tilted his head back defensively, squinting at her down the length of his face and accentuating his testicular chin. “It’s real,” he said. “It’s British.”

			“Okay,” the girl said, and pointed to the next plank. “ ‘Whack the stack.’ It’s British, so make it even more ornate.”

			This word, “ornate,” altered the direction of Cricket’s life. When the girl said “ornate,” a word Cricket realized he had read and understood but had never heard spoken aloud, he realized she was smarter than she had been acting, that she likely did not use this intelligence, did not show it or even acknowledge it. But occasionally it slipped out inadvertently, through the use of a word like “ornate” when most would have said “fancy.”

			This was, he realized, the essence of art. It was precise. A word like “ornate” was thrilling in its precision—it was far more accurate and specific than a word like “fancy,” which was overly broad in this context. And yet to use the word “ornate” alienated Ray, who from his blank expression conveyed that he didn’t know its meaning, and likely had never heard the word at all. Art, then, was stratifying. Its specificity, its refinement, alienated someone like Ray, a dullard. Even writing these phrases in an ornate hand was unnecessary. Writing them at all was the point, in Ray’s mind; what did the baroque handwriting add? It would add much. Cricket knew, and the girl knew—but Ray did not know—that it would be everything. It would delight those with an ear and an eye for wry incongruity. It was a joke on the inherently impractical, and often random, application of aesthetic refinement. Ray thought they were writing variations of some illicit thing beyond Cricket’s knowledge, but the girl and Cricket knew they were doing something more important. They were setting themselves apart from the chattering classes.

			When they were finished, they had come up with eight permutations for the onanistic act, with the first three joined by SMACK the PACK, JACK the SACK, PULL the POLE, YANK the CRANK and STROKE the YOKE. With the sun falling, Cricket followed them out of the park, feeling a blossoming sense of fulfillment and purpose.

		

	
		
			“Have you seen what some kids did to the new jungle gym at the park?” his mother asked. Robert was never at their house on Saturdays, so these days Cricket reclaimed his house and occupied the rooms he avoided when Robert was home.

			Cricket was sitting at the kitchen table, where he was eating three frozen doughnuts he’d cooked in the oven, each of them brown and covered with a dusting of sugar. His mother was fiddling with the plug to her electric frying pan, and her tone seemed outraged but removed, as if she were reporting on any other news from the town.

			“No,” he said. Cricket did not, in fact, immediately connect her question to what he himself had done at the park, even though only two days had passed between that day and this. Since he’d done it, he hadn’t thought a lot about his collaboration with the girl and the older boy. He was still very proud, and thought a great deal about the golden-eyed girl pinching his cheek and resting her hand on his arm, but then he’d woken up this day without a thought of anything at all. So when he said no to his mother, he genuinely did not know, for the moment, what she was talking about.

			“Some kids wrote horrible things on it,” she said. “Disgusting things. Now it can’t be used until someone sands it down or paints over it.”

			Finally Cricket realized that the crime his mother was talking about was the crime he had committed. For a brief moment before he began writing the rhymes on the play structure, he’d known it was wrong. But somewhere during the process, maybe in the rush of pride he felt in his craftsmanship, and the sturdy support he received from his two patrons, he’d lost track of the part about it being morally dubious—about him having done something very wrong in a very public place.

			“This okay for tonight?” his mother said, and held up a box featuring a picture of a pork chop. He shrugged. She opened the box and removed a plastic bag containing two pieces of frosted meat. She ran the faucet over the bag and looked out the window. “Think about the sick minds who would do something like that,” she said.

			

			—

			“Why do you wear the uniform to practice?” Cricket asked.

			“Nikki’s idea,” his mother said. “Some kind of idea of unity.”

			His mother was part of a women’s volleyball team. Their uniforms were bright red—red shirts, red shorts, red wristbands. His mother wore a white turtleneck underneath her red shirt.

			“You always look me up and down like you’re going to find a stain,” she said. “Do I look okay to you?”

			She always looked fine to him. In her wedding picture, she was an oval-faced saint, like Mary in stained glass, aglow with slanted sunlight at the Presbyterian church. Cricket had pale memories of his father, who had moved back to Scotland when Cricket was five and was never heard from again. His mother did not hide evidence of him but did not talk about him. He existed but did not matter.

			“You have everything you need?” she asked. “Don’t leave anything. Last time you needed a pencil, and there are no pencils in the gym, right?”

			“I have some in my backpack,” Cricket said.

			It was almost 8 p.m. and as always it felt dangerous to be leaving home so late. Every time they left like this, setting off into the black air, he thought of the time she had woken him to go to the hospital. The time her friend had been hit by a car two towns over. That night had been long—first the hospital, then the police station. At the police station they’d given him a coloring book, and he’d spent hours filling in every fire engine, every airplane.

			In the dark, the high school was a lightless slab but for the high yellow windows of the gym. He walked with his mother through the hallways, the floors polished to a high sheen, hearing the slaps and thumps echoing from the gym.

			“There she is,” Nikki said. “Miss Punctual.”

			Cricket knew Nikki, whose hair was high and feathered like his mother’s, and he knew Trina, whose hair was silver and whose skin was tanned a walnut brown. The rest of the women were Hilga and Francine and Christy and six or seven others whose names he could not match to faces. They were all laughers like his mother, smokers who cackled and yelled Ha! and jabbed their index fingers at whoever had made the joke.

			“Hey Robbie,” one of the women said. Her shorts were too short, exposing the freckled expanse of her thighs and the constellations of black dots near her crotch. She took two long strides and was upon Cricket, crouching to meet him eye to eye. She seemed younger than the other women. “You gonna be my boyfriend?”

			“He’s taken,” another woman said. It might have been Christy. All around him were red shorts and white socks. The women gathered in a scrum of perfume and cigarette smoke.

			“You got some paper, hon?” He looked up to find Francine. She wore a wig; she’d had cancer, his mother said. She came to practice but didn’t play. Her eyes were the green of an accountant’s lamp, her wig a swirl of white gold. “You gonna draw me something? Something nice. I can’t believe you’re only ten with the way you draw. Sunflowers?” Her socks were a radiant white and pulled so high they licked her knees.

			“Okay,” he said, and sat down where he always sat—at the net, against the wall. He opened his backpack and took out his math. He looked up at the rafters, the ropes hanging like anacondas. A boy had died here. Everyone knew it. Henry something. He’d fallen from the rope they were made to climb.

			Slap, thump, slap. Cricket had three pages of math, which he got through in half an hour. Thump, thump, thump, slap. He found a piece of pale blue paper and tried to draw Silas. He started with Silas’s head, which was almost rectangular. He put ears on either side, and softened the dome of his head, wispy hairs sprouting from it like weeds from concrete. He drew his long nose, and overstated his nostrils and then erased them. He softened Silas’s jaw and was about to begin his eyes when he noticed that the gym had gone quiet. He looked up. All ten women were facing the corner of the gym. Cricket followed their eyes and found Robert standing in the doorway. He hadn’t seen him in months; he’d left the house and Cricket assumed he’d left their lives. He was in a baby blue suit.

			“Be right back,” his mother said to the women on her side of the court. She looked over to Cricket and put her finger in the air to say “just a minute” and then pointed to his homework. “Are you done?”

			“I’m done,” Cricket said, but she was already jogging to the doorway.

			As she approached, Robert slipped away from the door and disappeared into the dark hallway. His mother followed him into the shadows, and Cricket turned back to the court. The rest of the team had not moved.

			“Should I follow?” Nikki asked.

			“Give it a minute,” Francine said.

			Cricket scanned the faces of the women, all of them standing in their red uniforms and high white socks. One of them, the silver-haired one named Trina, was staring at Cricket.

			“Here,” Nikki said, and served the ball.

			They got back into the rhythm of their practice, and after a few minutes, the team seemed to have forgotten about Cricket’s mother’s absence. He looked at the clock. It had been fifteen minutes. He put his pencil down and got up slowly and walked carefully along the cinder block wall, hoping to make it to the door before the women noticed. He was halfway there when Nikki’s voice rang out.

			“Not yet, hon,” she said. “Give them a minute.” She began to walk toward him.

			“I’m just going to the bathroom,” he said, and rushed through the door.

			“Don’t bother them!” Nikki called after him.

			The hall was silent and illuminated only by a trophy case at the far end, shining like an Egyptian crypt. A picture appeared in his mind of his mother dead, bleeding from the skull on the school’s polished floors. He padded quietly through the halls, past the woodworking shop and to the two sets of heavy doors that led to the parking lot. He pushed into the vestibule and could feel the cold coming to him; he wished he’d brought his coat. He pushed open the second set of doors and the cold scoured his face and hands. He looked into the night, at the sleeping cars in the lot, their lines sketched roughly by silver-stemmed streetlamps.

			He heard his mother’s voice in the dark. “I don’t owe you that,” she said, then, “Don’t.” He strained to see through a trio of naked elms. “Don’t be such a cliché,” she said sharply. There was a brief pause and he heard a muffled sound, like a fist to a pillow. “Ow, goddamn!” his mother yelled.

			Cricket ran to the first elm, thinking he would hide behind it while deciding what to do. He had never known what to do.

			“You punched me in the stomach? What kind of animal are you?” his mother hissed. Another thump and he heard her gasp. Cricket left the safety of the tree and saw his mother on all fours, choking for breath.

			“Mom,” he said.

			She turned her head and her eyes found him in the dark. “What are you doing out here?” she asked. She looked genuinely curious. She spit into the thin blanket of snow. “I’m fine,” she said. “We were just finishing a fruitful conversation.” She stood up and straightened her back. She seemed to know that Robert would do no more in front of Cricket. Robert had taken a few steps back, as if he’d just witnessed a scene of which he wanted no part.

			His mother got him a Happy Meal on the way home, and put him to bed, and then he heard her locking the doors and moving furniture. His mother had given him an all-in-one portable stereo and television. It had a tape deck, a radio, and a four-inch black-and-white screen that, with adjustments to the antenna and depending on the weather, received up to seven channels. He watched the television until sleep took him under.

		

	
		
			“I had an idea,” his mother said one evening. She was splayed in the doorframe of his room, her arms extended into the two high corners. “Something to cheer you up. You know that Romanian lady down the street? The one who teaches piano?”

			She saw the face Cricket made. “Not piano,” she said. “Her sister, the quiet one? She teaches art. Or would. To you.”

			Cricket knew only that two Romanian sisters lived in the brick house three blocks away, that one had fled their country for some reason. The sisters could be seen gardening, or shopping at the more expensive of the town’s two grocery stores. They were polite without being welcoming.

			It was unclear to Cricket where the husbands of these sisters were, or why they had settled in this uneventful prairie town instead in one of the ten thousand other towns just like it, or what they did for money or what they did with their days. He knew no one who had come from anywhere else. Everyone he knew was from here.

			The sisters were named Oana and Madelena. Madelena was older and spoke English, while Oana was quiet, wary. No one had heard Oana speak English, but Cricket’s mother had heard that she was an artist.

			In early summer, Cricket pedaled his black bicycle down the pale winding road, canopied by oaks and elms, the sky above a drowsy blue river crosshatched by naked cinnamon-stick branches. He reached the neat brick house on the corner, its roof gray and its windowsills white, and laid his bike on the lawn, still dotted with snow.

			Cricket was used to people coming to the door as he approached, but he found himself at the plastic screen door and saw no people within. The idea occurred to him to skip the lesson, to get back on his bike, spend an hour at the river, but he was a dutiful boy, and had been praised for how he drew, and he was intrigued by the prospect of more praise—and from someone from so far away.

			Cricket knocked on the door, and soon the plastic screen buckled as Madelena opened the heavy wooden door within. Her cheeks were full and her mouth small and painted burgundy. She wore oversized glasses with pale pink frames.

			“Hello Robert,” she said. “Come in.”

			“Cricket,” he said.

			He took in her strong perfume—something floral.

			“People call me Cricket,” he said.

			“Not Robert?” she asked.

			“No, not anymore,” he said.

			“So Cricket like the bug?”

			Until that moment he hadn’t thought of crickets as bugs. In his mind a cricket was a kind of land-borne bird. He walked in. In the dim kitchen, Madelena had set out a small plate of sugar cookies and a glass of strawberry milk. Cricket didn’t like sugar cookies and had never thought to drink strawberry milk.

			“No thank you,” he said. He thought this was just as polite as eating the food she offered, but he could tell immediately that his assumption was wrong. He registered a look on Madelena’s face that he saw often, one that quickly judged him and his single mother, the gaps in his upbringing, the things he did not know. A teacher had once asked him why he never wore a belt when his pants were always falling off him. He’d gone crimson, having never thought about belts one way or another.

			“Here is Oana,” Madelena said.

			A second woman emerged from a side room, her face tilted, her large dark eyes probing as she stopped in the doorway. Her hair was cut shorter than Madelena’s, and she wore no glasses, and because Cricket was sure that artists did not wear glasses, this confirmed to him that she was the more artistic of the sisters. When he turned to her, she bowed quickly and her mouth formed a crooked, inquisitive smile, as if trying to place him, trying to determine whether and where she had seen him before. Though she surely had been told he was in grade school, she seemed, too, amused at his youth and diminutive size.

			She led him to the room from which she’d emerged. It was small and paneled in honey-colored wood. A window faced the street and framed the green lawn still dotted with mounds of snow. The room was dominated by a cherrywood desk built into the wall. On it Oana had set out new tubes of color and brushes and water between two pieces of what seemed to be cardboard. Closer to the wall, in a pewter bowl, she had arranged an apple, a banana, and a bunch of green grapes that spilled over the edge of the bowl like bubbles overflowing from a tub.

			There were two straight-backed dining room chairs facing the desk, arranged arm to arm. She took one and motioned Cricket to take the other. He sat down and looked at the fruit. The white light coming through the slatted window blinds cast the bowl in sharp shadow.

			“One,” she said, holding up her index finger. She retrieved what seemed to be a bent black stick, about five inches long and no thicker than a coffee stirrer. She pointed to the box from which it came, which said Charcoal. She underlined the word with her finger.

			“Charcoal,” Cricket said.

			In the next room, a piano sounded. Madelena’s lesson had begun, and throughout Cricket’s time with Oana, the halting sounds of a tentative pianist started and flowed and fell off.

			Oana nodded and put her fingers on the board before her. It was face-down, he surmised, for it said Canvas Board in a jaunty cursive on its paper backing. He had never seen boards like this. For years, his mother had bought him drawing paper of various textures and thicknesses, but this was a kind of cardboard, with a painting surface wrapped tightly around it and glued close.

			She nodded, smiled, and turned hers over. She gestured to Cricket to do the same. He turned his over, and instinctively ran his fingertips over the bright white surface. It was rough like cheesecloth.

			She put her open hand out to the bowl of fruit before them, and then lifted her piece of charcoal and began sweeping her hand over her canvas board in ovals and diagonals. But she did not make a mark.

			Finally her swoops dropped closer to the surface and she drew a wide oval that seemed to describe the overall shape of it all—the silhouette of the bowl and the fruit together. Within the oval she drew a series of overlapping circles and ovals, and finally a few slashes to indicate the diagonals of the bananas, until she rested, lifting her charcoal perpendicular to the canvas.

			She nodded to Cricket to begin.

			He tried to imitate her, but the scale was difficult. Oana had rendered the shape of the objects far bigger than he would have dared. The drawings Cricket did in Silas’s room had usually been much smaller. Oana’s bowl of fruit, though still faint, ghostlike, was enormous, occupying most of the canvas board. He wasn’t sure if it could possibly be right. Were the objects really that big? This idea of filling the page with things like fruit seemed wasteful, gluttonous.

			But he circled and ovaled for a minute or so, and though his lines were more tentative and did not have Oana’s flourish and accuracy, in the end he created a general shape not unlike hers. He blinked rapidly at his drawing. It was, already, unlike anything he’d ever done. It was much like hers, and it was like the objects in front of him, and yet it was somehow his.

			“Two,” she said, and she began drawing with a steadier, more forceful hand. She reinforced some of the lines she’d already made, and made corrections to others. When she was done, she’d improved on her first sketch, finishing with a far more accurate and confident sketch. From the bottom of the bowl to the cascade of grapes, Oana’s drawing looked perfect. It was the best artwork he had ever seen someone create. He followed her small unwrinkled hands, watching them move.

			She nodded to him, and he drew first the bottom of the bowl, trying to establish the baseline. When he was finished with its gentle curve he paused and looked at his bowl, and at Oana’s, and his line seemed in keeping with the real thing and with her version, so he continued. He drew the two sides of the bowl, which were very easy now that he had placed the bowl’s base correctly and to scale. Even these three lines, rendered accurately, gave him great satisfaction. He paused for a moment, pretending to examine what he’d done so far and hoping Oana would notice.

			Seeing him pause, she tilted her chin slightly toward Cricket’s canvas, nodded briefly, then jabbed her charcoal toward his picture.

			“Go,” she said.

			Cricket began on a grape. He drew a quick oval and looked at it. He looked at Oana’s and saw that her grapes—she was almost done with her grapes—were far bigger than the one he’d drawn. Around his original grape he drew one three times larger. Again it seemed indulgent and showy, but when he squinted he saw that it was correct, or close to correct. This new scale, everything so large, life-size, was a revelation. He felt reckless and brave.

			The other nine grapes rose high on his canvas and a few spilled down the side of the pewter bowl, and because he was basing the size of each grape on the size of his first, reconsidered grape, the rest were to scale and looked, when he finished, startlingly accurate and astonishingly close to Oana’s rendering, too.

			He continued to draw, peeking at her drawing every few seconds. He felt like he was copying, and he never copied—he thought copying a sacrilege—but this was different. The sense grew within him that they were both engaged in a common objective and an eternal one. This particular exercise was not about expression or innovation. This was academic, the object being practice, being the pursuit of accuracy, being able to faithfully render an object, just as Oana’s sister taught her piano students how to play the right notes in the right order and in the right tempo.

			“Okay,” Oana finally said, and tapped her index finger on her bare wrist, where a watch would have been. He thought to pack up his things, the charcoal and canvas board, but she gestured that they should all remain on the desk.

			Dazed, he turned to the foyer, where Madelena now stood. She led him past the kitchen, where the cookies and strawberry milk had been removed, to the front door and said goodbye. He rode his bike home, cutting through the slush like a ship through an icy sea.

		

	
		
			“How was it?” his mother asked. She was on the back porch, lying on a plastic beach recliner, smoking. The porch was a crude rectangular slab of poured concrete.

			“Good,” Cricket said.

			“Just good? She was nice? She doesn’t say much,” his mother said. She moved her ashtray from her stomach to the porch, the heavy glass producing a dull click.

			“Let me see what you did,” she said. She was accustomed to seeing all his pictures; since he’d begun drawing, just after he learned to walk, there were never more than a few seconds between when he finished something and when he rushed to show her. She had favorite pictures, preferred certain colors and styles.

			“I left it there,” Cricket said.

			“You left it there?” she said, and took a long squinty drag.

			“We’re not done yet,” he said.

			“But you were there two hours!” She stabbed her cigarette into the glass ashtray and spent a moment deciding where to put her hands. She finally tucked them under her freckled thighs.

			“We just drew,” he said. “Next time we’ll paint on top of it, I think. It was on a canvas board.”

			“A canvas board? Huh,” his mother said, seeming to Cricket unsure if she should be impressed or make a joke about the money she was spending on the lessons, or the ways of the Romanian, or some other angle she might devise. His mother was polite in public, but privately she liked nothing better than a cutting riposte out of earshot of an unwitting victim. It was a kind of punctuation mark at the end of the discussion of any person, and any conversation without such a remark had come to seem incomplete.

			“There you are.” It was Robert. He was standing in the doorway. Cricket tried to slip past him.

			“Hold up, Prince Robert,” he said, purposely blocking Cricket’s path.

			“Just let me pass,” Cricket said.

			“What’s your hurry?” Robert said, and took Cricket by the shoulders and turned him around so he faced his mother.

			“Look at your mom. Isn’t she a vision?” Robert’s fingers were kneading Cricket’s collarbones. Cricket’s mother took a drag of her cigarette and squinted at Robert and Cricket.

			“Let him go,” she said.

			Robert’s hands seized Cricket’s shoulders in a sudden, clawing grip, violence pulsing through his fingertips. Then he pushed Cricket’s head forward, sending him stumbling into the back yard.

			“God, I’m bored!” Robert said, and retreated to the darkness of the house.

			

			—

			Cricket woke to a thump, and a rapid series of heavy footsteps—as if someone was running in place. Then a shadow overtook him.

			“I told him I called the police, so we have a few minutes,” his mother said. “Get your shoes. We’ll go through the garage. It’s closed. He can’t get in.”

			Cricket walked with his mother into the bright garage, past the spare fridge, and she opened the car’s back door. He crawled in.

			“Lie down,” she said, and covered him with a sleeping bag.

			“When I open the garage door we’re going to back out quick, okay?” she said.

			“Okay,” Cricket said. He looked up to find that she was looking down at him, but past him, too. Her eyes were both wild and vacant.

			She pushed the button on the remote control and the garage door cracked awake. It rattled upward, letting in the night, and Cricket heard the swish of footsteps enter the garage. Robert’s shadow filled his mother’s window.

			“June,” he said evenly.

			She put the car in reverse. At first they went slowly.

			“June!” Robert barked. Cricket buried his face in the sleeping bag.

			With a jerk the car squealed backward and spun into the dark.

			The drive was quiet. Cricket watched the silver scenery pass through the window. Streetlamps and electrical wires. They stopped for gas but after a few gallons his mother left the nozzle on the pavement and sped away.

			An hour later they stopped and he lifted his head to find that they’d arrived at a house he’d never seen before. It didn’t occur to him to ask where they were or who lived there. They’d done this before. Different nights, different houses; always he brought his television. He knew that they would walk to the house and a woman, a friend of his mother’s, would answer the door. This one was red-haired and still dressed for daytime. Cricket hadn’t seen her before.

			“Any trouble along the way?” the woman asked. She looked behind Cricket’s mother, as if expecting a car in close pursuit.

			“No,” his mother said. “Robbie, this is Teresa.”

			“Doug is asleep, FYI,” Teresa said. She looked younger than his mother, her eyes dark and close-set, her skin pale. She wore a flowered dress and heels and a necklace of white plastic discs. He wondered briefly if they were communion wafers, or were meant to look like them. She reached up and fluffed her feathered mane.

			“I’m so glad I was home when you called,” Teresa said, and Cricket’s mother nudged him gently into the house. She dropped an overstuffed white garbage bag onto the tiled floor of the foyer, where it landed with a sigh.

			“Easier to pack than a suitcase,” his mother said.

			“I get it,” Teresa said. “More elastic, too.”

			“We have suitcases, too,” his mother clarified.

			“I’ll bring in the rest,” Teresa said, and rushed back to the driveway.

			Soon Teresa and Cricket’s mother were in the darkened living room, and Cricket sat at the kitchen table, a plate of hard oatmeal cookies in front of him and his hand on a glass of cold milk. He felt a jittery presence near his feet and looked down to find a terrier, no bigger than a loaf of bread, who looked up to him with yearning, terrified eyes. When he reached down to pet it, the dog barked viciously and raced from the room.

			Eventually Cricket was led upstairs, to a musty bedroom that looked like it had been recently vacated by another, slightly older boy. Cricket’s mother tucked him tightly under a scratchy patterned blanket, her friend standing in the doorway with sympathetic eyes. They closed the door and Cricket fought to liberate his arms and legs, loosening the blanket with his knees. The air above was complicated with model planes and planets and spaceships all dangling from black strings; a small fan sitting on the bookshelf spun them wildly. Cricket plugged in his television and found a station playing professional wrestling. He kept the volume low and rested the antenna against the heavy wooden headboard. A wrestler with long flowing hair was striding around the ring telling the crowd that he would have his revenge, that he would not be disrespected.

			

			—

			“Robert!” a voice said. It was not his mother’s.

			It was morning and he was not at home. He was on the floor.

			He remembered that he’d wet the bed. He’d woken in the small hours to cold, soaked sheets, and as he’d done before at home, he made himself a second bed on the floor. He reached up to feel the bed, hoping it was dry.

			“Did you piss in Brian’s bed?”

			Now the voice was in the room. He looked up and found his mother’s friend in the doorway again, but now in a bathrobe and wearing glasses.

			“You’re ten,” she said sharply. “Why in the hell are you still wetting the bed?” There was a grinding hatred in her voice that he had heard before. He couldn’t place where. “Take the sheets off. I’m not touching them.” She looked at the bed. “And you pissed on my son’s blanket!” With violent speed she lunged to him, seized his armpit and lifted him off the ground. She grabbed the bedspread, smelled it and winced. “What in God’s name is wrong with you?”

			“Oh don’t cry now, too!” she barked. “Your mom had to go to work. I’m supposed to feed you and take you to your lesson. Strip the bed and bring the sheets to the basement. I’ll make breakfast.”

			She fed him an abundant meal of eggs and doughnuts and blueberries, and he ate what he could while despising the woman who prepared it. But there was too much food. He had made his way through half of it when he set his fork down.

			“You’re not done,” she said. “You eat every bit of what I served you, mister.”

			She set a bowl of bright oranges down on the table. They were smaller than normal oranges, though—small and shiny and bright. They were just like the ones in the Manet painting. They were small like that, their skins aglow as those had been. He reached for one.

			“No, animal!” she said.

			She leaned down such that her face filled his field of vision. He saw the tiny craters on her cheeks, the black hairs around her mouth, the dried lipstick peeling from the ridges of her lips.

			“Not until you finish that.”

			“Why are you so mean?” he managed to say.

			“I’m not mean, sweetie,” she said, her breath like cold ham. “I just don’t appreciate grown boys pissing on my son’s sheets.”

			She left the room. He sat, unmoving, for an hour.

			He heard her in the laundry room, in the garage. She moved around the house in a hurried, nervous way, and he knew she was slowly realizing she had mistreated him. When she returned, she carried a pile of folded towels in front of her, almost as a peace offering. “I know this is a bad situation,” she said. “That’s why it’s important that you don’t make it worse. You need to be—”

			“We should go,” Cricket interrupted. She was supposed to drive him to Madelena and Oana’s. “We’ll be late.”

			She stood, struck dumb.

			He rode in the back seat of her car, alternately seething at the back of her head and looking out the window. He saw the foliage pass by in a silent blur and he made a plan to grow up and grow strong and then return to her house and burn it down with her in it. The logistics of the plan kept his mind occupied until they arrived at the home of the Romanian sisters.

			Teresa parked the car and turned to him, her eyes softer now, her mouth a strained smile. She said words like “Listen” and “But you have to understand,” and while she was talking, Cricket had an idea. He would leave in the middle of her sentence. He gathered his things, and as Teresa was talking about her own son and the things he did and didn’t do at Cricket’s age, Cricket opened the door, stepped out, and slammed it. The loud clump ended her blathering. Feeling triumphant, he walked briskly to the sisters’ front door, hoping Teresa would not get out of the car to follow him. He rang the bell, his heart thrumming loudly in his ears. Open, please open, he thought.

			Madelena’s face appeared, looking exactly as she always did, made-up and almost surprised. He stepped quickly past her and the soup smell of the house pulled him in. Though he knew it was not his place to do so, he closed the door behind him. Madelena, realizing she hadn’t acknowledged the person in the car in the driveway, peered through the window by the door and waved to the black windshield as it retreated. When the car was gone, Cricket began sobbing uncontrollably, choking and hacking.

			“What? What? What is it?” Madelena asked. In the foyer, she pulled his head toward her body and held him close. He convulsed, and she massaged his head with her hands, round and round like a planetary storm. Finally she held his chin in her soft hand, dried his face, and looked into his eyes. “What is it, Cricket?”

			He tried to talk but couldn’t breathe. She brought him to a room he hadn’t seen before, another wood-paneled room, this one with a stiff, angular couch arranged along the wall. As she laid him down, he briefly saw Oana in the doorway. Madelena knelt next to him and ran her fingers through his hair and made circles on his neck. His breathing slowed.

			“Was it that woman?” Madelena asked, and Cricket nodded vigorously. She lifted his head and placed it on her lap. She resumed running her fingers through his hair, and this made him cry again. When his tears slowed, Madelena reached for a photo album from the coffee table and arranged it so Cricket could see it with his head still on her lap. She leafed through the pages, pointing out black-and-white photos of Romanian children in what seemed to be Romanian forests. “Me as a girl,” she said. He saw the black roofs in the gray trees, and children on bicycles, and a series of faces of faded babies in gauzy photos, and while the pages turned he blinked slowly and fell away.

			

			—

			Madelena made a lunch of noodles and carrots and sat with Cricket, from time to time touching his arm with her cold hand. He felt very fragile with her, very young, ready to dissemble. He wanted to go back to the couch, to her lap, wanted her fingers in his hair and strumming his neck, but he didn’t know how to ask. He ate his lunch, and when he was done, Oana came to the sink and filled a glass with tap water.

			She turned to him, then lifted her chin ever so slightly to invite him into the studio. He followed her in and saw the fruit in the bowl, and his drawing before it. He sat down and then remembered. From his pocket he pulled a mandarin orange. He’d taken it from Teresa’s house.

			“Can I?” he asked, and placed the orange in the bowl.

			She nodded and said, “Yes, yes.”

			It was just before one when they began. She had set out a white plastic tray with eight concavities, and into each she squirted a dollop of watercolor paint. When she was done, he didn’t want her to touch any of it; the row of pure color was too perfect.

			Oana nodded to the bananas and with her brush she took a slice of yellow and brought it to her mixing area. The act was so simple it gave Cricket strength. The bananas were yellow, and she would paint them yellow.

			She took a dollop of blue and moved it to the pond of pure yellow, and then polluted the pond, ruined it, he was sure. Then she took a sliver of black and Cricket was sure she’d lost her mind. But when she was finished, the color she’d made, chartreuse but richer than chartreuse, looked exactly like the bananas in front of her, and yet more complex, more true.

			She sloped a long yellow brushstroke onto the canvas and the pleasure of watching that paint cover her charcoal, and cover the canvas, was impossible to measure. She had created a real banana, the essence of the banana, but then she went back to her palette, and now added more blue, and even a tiny bit of red, and then brought this new, complicated color to the bottom plane of the banana, and right then he realized that bananas were not cylindrical at all, were made of discrete flat planes, and she had even left a tiny white ridge between the two planes, which existed on the real banana before them, though he’d never seen it before that moment. She played with a mess of brown and gray on her palette, and while it was still unmixed and raw, she took the paint with a small stiff-topped brush and with a few stabs and one deft stroke she made the banana’s stem.

			Cricket mimicked her and created something similar, and they moved on to the apple, which she created with red and blue and black and hairlines of green and yellow. She brought out its striations, and its highlights, and its almost-black underside, and the hopeful way it took the sun and reflected it in its shiny veneer.

			The apple was absolutely the apple, and now it was time for the mandarin. The moment they began, the sound of a piano came from the next room. Madelena was giving a lesson, and the student was halting, hesitant, rushed.
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