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				There are only a few times in life when we think we are going to live forever. And I think one of them is when we are with our friends, laughing, eating, looking each other in the eye.

				—Mary Ruefle, “Dear Friends”

			

		

	
		
			Growing up, I had two best friends—Margaret, whom I had known my whole life, and Eleanor, with whom I was in love, though for years I had no reason to tell my feelings for one apart from my feelings for the other. Both were fervent.

			Eleanor asked me for advice about her Sims, then never took it. Margaret asked me in which of a series of nearly identical photos I thought her boobs looked best for the internet, so I told her. I kept the clothes Eleanor lent me for too long, and I kept the clothes Margaret lent me for too long. Eleanor didn’t borrow anybody’s clothes, and Margaret never gave mine back at all.

			We chose each other’s outfits. We slept in each other’s beds. I had a near constant awareness of both my friends as existing in parallel to myself. And that awareness became tender when we were apart, painful when I was apart from them and they were not apart from each other. This happened often enough. They both had a great deal more freedom than I did. Margaret because she was lawless and Eleanor because her parents never made any laws.

			Until the summer before our sophomore year of high school, I thought my love for Eleanor was my love for Margaret. Distinctions between ways of loving are fuzzy, and I couldn’t name them, didn’t even know I felt them, and least of all suspected I would soon ruin my life learning to distinguish them—learning I wanted more than one way to love my friends.

		

	
		
			On an early, empty afternoon in June, I told my mom I needed to walk over to Margaret’s house. I didn’t explain my urgency because if I said I had to hear Margaret’s gossip in person, she’d ask me what the gossip was about.

			At fifteen, I was allowed to walk most places. Doan, our neighborhood in the upper-right-hand corner of Ohio, was residential, majority populated by white people, the neighbors all apparently heterosexual. Massive hundred-year-old trees lined its streets, announcing stable affluence. A number of main boulevards stroked through the neighborhood in straight, cardinal directions. Between them ran a network of snaking circuitous avenues that met in irregular, asterisk-like intersections. Cars often lingered too long at stop signs, uncertain who held the right of way. None of these things prevented my mother from being afraid for me all the time, though I was aware that was their purpose. I didn’t know how to accommodate her fear, and I didn’t know how to assess its validity. Very few bad things had ever happened to me. She saw precarity where other people’s parents seemed to see regular life. But then, she was smarter than everyone else. There was no one I trusted more than I trusted her.

			The walk to Margaret’s took between five and ten minutes depending on my mood. My mood depended on the weather. The weather that day was humid, my pace languorous. Dense air blurred my skin with sweat by the time I arrived at her house, a friendly rectangular building with a large front yard and a screened-in porch out back. The porch was old and heavily used, with mesh panels for walls that bowed outward like the knees of well-loved pants. I walked directly up the driveway to the back of the house and opened the screen door.

			Margaret lay face down on the large white wicker couch in the middle of the room with her shirt off and her chestnut hair pushed up above her head, so it fell over the edge of the armrest. Eleanor straddled her back, her legs folded on either side of Margaret’s bare torso. Bent over, her face hovered inches above Margaret’s skin, a tissue fixed between her fingers. I raised my phone to take a picture of them. Margaret held up a thumb. Eleanor righted herself at the sight of me.

			“Totally standard,” I said with pleased sarcasm.

			“As usual,” Margaret sang.

			Eleanor extracted a pimple from Margaret’s right shoulder blade using her gel-polished fingernails and dismounted. Margaret pulled her shirt back on. I sat down in an adjacent chair. The porch looked like every other space in Margaret’s house, crowded with belongings and evidence of feminine inhabitation. Spare cushions sat in tipping piles pushed up against the room’s mesh perimeter. Potted plants on stands dripped green vines onto the tiled floor, and baskets of decade-old magazines featured the faces of girls we knew only as the women they’d become and instructions about sex we recognized as outdated but couldn’t help occasionally reading aloud to each other in the guise of a joke.

			“Mar refused to tell me anything until you got here, no previews, even though you’ve already heard,” Eleanor complained.

			She removed herself to the far side of the couch and sat down with her legs folded beneath her, her elbow on the armrest and her pointed chin in her hand.

			“Mar needs her whole audience—” I said.

			“—and phone tellings only half-count,” Margaret finished, her skin dewy with sweat and the pleasure of having gathered us for a purpose.

			Margaret had recently given head for the first time. Hence my need to come over right away, lest she tell Eleanor in person without me. Neither of us had ever made it past anybody’s pants. Margaret’s having done so seemed a near mythical achievement, an announcement of the dawning of a new era of our lives in which we might possibly put our hands and mouths on the bodies of other people. Because she did things first among us. She did them on purpose, and she did them repeatedly in order to get better. She’d climbed in and out of all the possible second-story windows of her house before she’d ever had reason to use them.

			Oral sex represented a box that she had wanted to check, so she checked it with a boy who went to a different school than us, who was good-looking but not importantly so, who was seventeen and therefore would go to college in a year and forget that Margaret existed. All of these attributes qualified him for a contained life experience, an experience whose significance would be determined by Margaret. If she didn’t tell anyone, no one would know. Well, we would know, but we wouldn’t tell anyone else because the only people we needed to tell anything to were each other.

			“Wait,” I said.

			I wanted to see a picture of him first. I’d seen pictures of him before, but I wanted to remember exactly who I was supposed to imagine being fellated. Also, the request lent an air of pomp and circumstance to the telling, which was our preference—anything to enhance our sense of life as genuinely underway instead of just preparing to be. Eleanor pulled up his profile and handed her phone to me because if we let Margaret choose the photo it would take twenty minutes. Eleanor’s oval nails had tiny rhinestones glued into sky-blue polish. She’d painted them herself. She could be very patient in pursuit of getting what she wanted, the way she wanted it.

			“He doesn’t photograph well,” Margaret said, the standard caveat.

			“Boys never do,” I answered.

			I slunk down into the chair. I was tall for my age, my arms and legs long. In this weather, they felt heavy. I used my elbows to prop my hands and the phone just a few inches from my face while I scrolled.

			Margaret felt exposed by this moment of judgment and so began to tell Eleanor what she’d already told me, that one of her hundred and five thousand friends other than us had said that one of her friends had said that the boy had a normal penis.

			“Which I found comforting in the lead-up, but also like, how do I know that she knows what’s a normal dick? I don’t. However, I can now report that it was fine, a totally nice starter penis.”

			“Great news,” Eleanor said. “Thrilled to hear it.”

			Eleanor often sounded sarcastic both when she did and didn’t mean something—a point of pride for her, the control of tone, the possibility of a private humor, which I found to be either annoying or delicious.

			While they spoke, I scrolled. Pictures of the sky took up half the boy’s profile, but a series of group photos revealed a tall, slim boy with shaggy hair, most often wearing a hunter-green bucket hat with a white swirl embroidered on the front. He could have been better-looking and he could have been worse. The main thing was that he had the bearing of a teenage boy who had definitely already hooked up with at least five total people, which limited risk of a certain variety. A baseline of experience existed.

			Having gotten an impression, I closed the app and opened the front-facing camera. My oval face and my large dark eyebrows appeared on Eleanor’s screen. I lowered my eyelashes and took several flattering photos of myself, my expression blank and my gaze directed first at the aperture, then beyond the phone toward my friends on the couch, Margaret still going on with her prelude about how she and this boy originally started texting, and then one last picture looking back down at the screen again with my eyes widened in jest and acknowledgment. I left these for El to find later, a game we sometimes played with each other, and flicked out of the application. It occurred to me again that I myself had almost no baseline of experience. No one could count on me to do anything first. I gave the phone back to Eleanor, who extended her hand, her nails winking in the muted light.

			“Okay, he’s hot, we’re ready,” I said.

			Margaret nodded seriously and moved on to the most suggestive aspect of context, the real start of the story, which she had withheld telling until she had both our full attention. The boy’s previous girlfriend had refused the act point-blank, and her denial filled Margaret with a feeling of superiority, a sense of her own sexual bravery.

			“Are you really going to go your whole life without putting anyone’s penis in your mouth?” Margaret asked with a flourish of the hand. “No—so I don’t understand her reasoning.”

			In the lead-up, Margaret had experimented with bananas. The bananas were overripe and kept breaking apart in her mouth. She also watched a lot of porn.

			“I searched for head tutorials online and the results were frankly—” She paused to make a face. “I thought I’d prefer to watch real people instead of porn stars, but real people are horrifying. The professionals were much more civilized.”

			“Where did you go to watch it?” Eleanor asked.

			Margaret twisted the stack of woven and metal bracelets around her wrist.

			“I don’t know,” she said, though of course she did know. “I started looking and it was there.”

			“But where specifically?”

			“Well, in the search results,” Margaret said.

			“That’s not an answer.”

			I cut them both off. “It’s fine. Mar doesn’t want us to retrace her exact horny internet steps. Keep going.”

			I loved listening to Margaret’s stories, as though she were somehow both a salacious audiobook and a parent reading me to sleep.

			She gave me a grateful blink.

			The boy had picked her up in his car and driven them to the mall parking lot.

			“His car smelled like boy body spray, but I was basically into that.”

			In the version of the story she’d told me over the phone, there had been an awkward conversation between the two of them in the parking lot before they climbed into the blanket-lined trunk of his car. But this time, he had a visible erection while they drove. The preamble to the act disappeared. They parked. She began. She described how she’d felt a painful awareness of her entire body, of her arms and legs and where they were and her teeth and hands and mouth and the slow passage of time. She hadn’t been sure how long it would take, and she couldn’t say with certainty how long it had taken. The boy had made a series of wonderful, unguarded breathy sounds as she continued her rhythm, which she tried to maintain as a continuous beat. In the aftermath, she’d asked the boy for specific feedback, which he gave stumblingly and without the use of a single anatomical word.

			“He said I was good—” Margaret began.

			“I’m sure you were,” I interrupted, and El echoed, “Obviously.”

			“—and that he liked it when I used my hand and my mouth at the same time, like in the same rhythm,” Margaret finished.

			We nodded. This seemed like reasonable guidance.

			Eleanor wanted more information about the boy’s testicles.

			“Did you do anything to them?” she asked.

			“Absolutely not,” Margaret said with a confidence born from resentment. She disliked the implication that she might be anything other than at ease with male anatomy. If she hadn’t caressed any testicles, it certainly wasn’t because she didn’t know how to do so, Eleanor! And shouldn’t we be dwelling on all she had achieved instead of pointing out what she hadn’t? Margaret always wanted us to be proud of her. She wanted us to be grateful for her service in being the first of us, so that we could be the second and third, armed with the knowledge of her experience. “One thing at a time, okay!”

			“I mean, I definitely don’t think you have to,” I said.

			“Me neither,” Eleanor agreed, sensing she’d pushed enough.

			We offered this reassurance based on zero expertise, but it seemed likely to be true given that she hadn’t and he still came.

			Margaret resumed her story. As they left, a hint of danger—a mall cop who had rolled down his driver-side window to give them a look that said he knew they hadn’t gone shopping. This was new. I hadn’t heard it over the phone. I didn’t know whether or not it had happened, though obviously Margaret included the detail in that moment to regain our reverence.

			She never demonstrated any self-consciousness about the evolving details of her stories. We had a truce about the truth, the two of us. Margaret who slipped and skirted, and I who couldn’t lie, who struggled even to evade—me with all my feelings always written on the surface of my body, with my self-serious sense of duty, of what was owed to the people I loved and what was owed to me by those who loved me in return.

			Margaret wasn’t a liar exactly, but she dispersed the truth unevenly and to her own advantage. The version of the story she told Eleanor was nearly identical to the version she had already told me, but the soft pencil of confusion and embarrassment that had shaded her first telling was erased and overwritten here. When they got back to her house, she’d given the boy a brief kiss on the cheek because she wasn’t sure if it was rude to kiss him on the mouth, and then afterward regretted the decision and concluded that anyone whose penis she was kissing, she would thereafter kiss on the lips. And she was so committed to this adjustment in future behavior, so convinced that it was how she would always act from then on, that when she told Eleanor the story, it became the way she had already acted. Our eyes met as she said so, that she’d kissed him on the lips, but neither of us flickered.

			A laden breeze shifted through the room.

			Above me, the gossamer strands of a spiderweb bowed, glinting iridescently.

			I lifted my hair from my neck for relief from the humidity.

			With Margaret’s core story told, we were free to pursue its radiating lines of inquiry. Whether or not she wanted to hook up with him again, for instance. Her desire to continue texting him whenever it suited her self-esteem. Eleanor brought up that she’d heard from one of her older sisters that one of their friends was allergic to semen. The girl had found this out through a trial-and-error situation. Antihistamines eventually solved the problem but only after it terrified all parties involved. Was there in fact a way to discover you were allergic to semen before the substance was trying to close one opening of yours or another? Not that we could think of, an alarming possibility. Margaret at least could now feel secure in her own non-reaction.

			“Though I slept for like twelve hours that night,” she said.

			Eleanor and I gave her a simultaneous look.

			“That is literally in no way an allergic reaction,” I responded at the same time as Eleanor asked, “Do you know what an allergy is?”

			“Lol maybe,” Margaret answered.

			Then she laid me down on the wicker couch and showed us how she’d arranged her body against his and the motions she’d made with her hands and the different ways she’d tried using her tongue and lips. We were like this—unabashed in our sharing of information and desire to fully understand each other’s experiences. The privacy of other people didn’t matter. No claim to fidelity could be higher than our own on each other. We didn’t have to ask Margaret to demonstrate or prompt her to be thorough and specific. She did things at least half for the opportunity of regaling us with them. She knew we’d want to know.

			And did I want to know because I thought this specific information applied to me? Well, I wasn’t sure. The summer before, when we were fourteen, my mom had opened the door on me and Margaret sitting on the carpet in my room. It was a million degrees outside. We were entirely naked and taking turns showing each other dumb videos on my laptop. She just shut the door again. Later, she asked if I liked Margaret as more than a friend. I said no, I didn’t. She said okay. Though she misread the situation, it would eventually become clear she hadn’t misread me.

			That was the summer when I first discovered Ginevra, a fairy from a pornographic blog account I read obsessively on my laptop in bed, where I could attempt to resolve any pressing physical urges as they arose by straddling my locked arms or a pillow. Ginevra floated around in a flower city, making out with people. I knew at least that my love for Ginevra did not at all depend on the identity of the person invited to join her within the enormous lilac tree that grew through the center of her verdant cosmopolis.

			Eleanor drummed her fingers on the arm of the couch, paying an intense kind of attention to the two of us. She of course wanted to know how to give head because she always wanted to know everything, but she also watched Margaret’s bobbing with a look on her face, the high planes of which were pink with creeping rosacea. Behavior of this kind amused and occasionally alarmed her. She wouldn’t shower with us. She always said she wanted to shower alone. She scratched her cheeks with her rhinestone nails.

			“Be nice to yourself, Eleanor,” I said, and she looked away from me, but she lowered her fingers from her face.

			Margaret’s hand continued to stroke the air between her open mouth and my pelvis until we heard the garage door open and the sound of a car engine turning off. Margaret stumbled away from me and we all started laughing. Eleanor got up to go to the bathroom. The house door to the garage groaned open, and the alarm system beeped in acknowledgment.

			“Out back,” Margaret called.

			A minute later, her mother, Nancy, appeared in the internal doorway of the porch, her blazer slung over one arm, her cellphone between her ear and her shoulder. She’d been on the phone more or less continuously since Margaret’s dad had moved out a year ago. She waved to us silently and then retreated into the house to finish her conversation. I loved that Margaret’s mom accepted our presence without question. She didn’t apologize for being on the phone or hang up to offer us a glass of water and a snack, the way my own mother always did, treating my friends as her guests and trying to attend to them.

			We talked for the rest of the afternoon. The sky opened, and rain fell sloppily onto the roof of the porch. Droplets of water clung to the metal grid of its mesh walls in patches, making the green world of the backyard appear blurred, almost pixelated. I asked my friends if I should ask my mom if they could sleep over that night, but Eleanor said she wanted to go home and play The Sims for nine hours instead.

			She’d stopped playing that morning only because she’d wanted to hang out with us, and now that she had, she wanted to go home and play again. She was in the middle of getting her Sim to sleep with every single one of her in-game neighbors. The plan was proceeding pretty well, except one of her Sim’s lovers kept showing up in the middle of the night and letting herself into Eleanor’s Sim’s house to use the bathroom and watch TV and refuse to leave until morning, when the Sim would spin around in a circle to change her outfit and then depart for work, before inevitably returning the next night to cause the same problem all over again. Eventually, El decided to just drown the interloper in the pool.

			Margaret couldn’t come over either. She had a family dinner at her aunt and uncle’s house with her mom and her cousin Bea and wasn’t allowed to make any plans for after. I pouted, but I’d probably see them both the next day anyway.

			After several hours of almost tropical intensity, the rain thinned to a mist. The sounds of birds and insects returned. Nancy reappeared to ask if we needed rides home, but Eleanor had her bike and I said I would walk. I texted my mom I was on my way and kissed Margaret on the cheek. I kissed Eleanor on the cheek. I walked the several blocks back to my house beneath rows of dripping trees. Pink and brown earthworms wriggled their naked bodies across the slick, wet sidewalk. If I stepped on any of them, I’d never forgive myself.

		

	
		
			The next morning, I woke up late to abundant sunshine. Light speared through my bedroom windows, forming crisp, elongated rectangles on my bedspread. I made a series of full-body yawns, like a stretching cat. Then I picked up my phone and began to move through the internet.

			Eleanor appeared at the top of my feed. She’d posted a photo of herself, half-seated on her bathroom counter in a pair of jeans that gapped from her waist, her back to the mirror and her torso twisted to look over her shoulder. Her white-blond hair framed her face, which was partially obscured by the rectangle of her phone, the lens of its camera hovering in front of her right eye. The slightly upward tilt of her chin directed the bathroom light to fall cleanly on top of her cheekbones, throwing the contours beneath them into flattering shadow. Her heart-shaped face looked rounder in life. The image was like a vision of the future, her child’s softness falling away and the dramatic truth of her bone structure rising to the surface. I looked at the picture for a long time. I spread my fingers across the screen to zoom in on the gap between her jeans and her waist. She’d bought the too large pants from the secondhand clothing store we sometimes went to together for this effect, for the sake of taking this kind of photo. If she’d tried to wear them in real life, they would have fallen off. I liked it. I commented with flames. A few seconds later she liked my comment.

			I was aware that I greatly enjoyed looking at Eleanor, but the nature of that looking was then still obscure to me. I took pride in her beauty, Margaret’s too. I took pride in my own appearance, whenever and for as long as I could manage it. I had been known to stand in front of a mirror and make a variety of faces. I took a screenshot of the post and then a minute later deleted it. I could always come back and look through her profile if I wanted to.

			I kept scrolling: a Sailor Moon meme; a pristine purse on a shoulder; a friend from school, pores blurred to within an inch of her life; and then a chain of girls from the grade above us posting photos of ice cream cones. None of them had shared the whole group together. Instead, there was a sequence of hands and ankles in the backgrounds of images, a chorus of laughter overheard on a video, the fact that all the ice cream cones had come from the same place and that all the images were taken at the same time of day. In other words, there was a sufficient accumulation of information to declare that a group of girls had all been together without any of them having to say so. None of them were tagged. They knew it wasn’t necessary.

			I kept looking, my thumb alternately tapping forward and holding videos in place. I could tell that, at some point, some of the girls had gone home, probably because their mothers made them. The rest continued posting into the evening. The lighting dropped to night. Then the girls themselves began to appear in the pictures, standing on the train tracks that cut through our neighborhood. They hadn’t actually gotten on the train. Whether or not they would have been allowed to go anywhere, they didn’t in fact have anywhere to go. The transit line led to office parks and eventually the hospital. Rather, the infrastructure served as a destination in itself. Any non-domestic location, any place that could be gotten to without a car and that didn’t belong to a family, had value as a setting.

			I flipped through a series of brightly illuminated flash photos of the girls posing against the tracks. They wore sweatpants and sweatshirts, but their hair was straightened and then curled, and their black eyeliner made their eyes large and visible. Finally, at the end of the night, they wound up at the playground of the lower school near my house. There they met two other girls who I could see in the background of a video. One of them had on a cool jean jacket—I recognized her—and the other one was Margaret.

			In such circumstances, I typically called Eleanor—the only person to whom I was willing to complain. After two rings, Eleanor’s face bloomed into my screen. Every time I video-chatted her, she was walking from one place to another. Her face slid back and forth across the rectangle in my hand, trees shifting behind her head in rhythm with her step. From the way she glanced down at me through the screen, I knew she’d seen the video of Margaret.

			“I can come over at three,” she said.

			I invited Margaret too, but she didn’t text me back.

			In the meantime, I felt obligated to pick a fight with my mother. Actually she picked the fight with me, but I lacked the restraint to decline. We were sitting on the couch. She gestured at my yesterday’s curled-up socks on the ground.

			“The key is to put things away as you use them,” she said.

			She was always coming up with keys.

			“Then you’re continually cleaning up instead of just sometimes,” I said.

			“No, then you never really have to clean up because it’s already mostly done.”

			I tucked my legs underneath myself, depressing the cushion. “I’m not talking about housekeeping right now,” I protested. I’d been telling her I wanted Eleanor to come over.

			“I’m just saying,” she went on. “We could both do better.”

			I couldn’t fathom her determination to irritate me over something as unimportant as socks. She had terrible priorities. I hated her priorities.

			“You always turn what I’m talking about into something else that I’m not talking about. That’s not how people have conversations.” A wary look entered her face, which only inflamed me further. “Stop telling me what to do for like five seconds,” I said.

			“Okay, Mina, okay.” She stood up.

			“Where are you going?” I was mad at her, but I hadn’t released her. Of the two of us, I thought, only I should have the right to leave a conversation.

			“To get some water from the kitchen,” she said.

			One benefit of mothers is the permanent availability of a person with whom to disagree. Margaret, on the other hand, I wasn’t yet really within my rights to upbraid. Yes, she’d said she couldn’t hang out on account of family plans, but then she’d been with Bea, and Bea was family, Bea’s mom being Margaret’s mom’s sister. And I never could have gone with her anyway. I wouldn’t have been allowed to go, and I didn’t sneak out. Which meant Margaret should have told me. She shouldn’t have made me find something out about her from the internet. Still, even I, who considered friendship an ethical undertaking, couldn’t be mad at Margaret for not having told me something that happened only six hours ago.

			I would have liked to confide in my mother because then she would have comforted me, but I couldn’t in any way reveal that Margaret had hurt me, even if the hurt was slight and temporary, because then I’d have to come back later and convince her that everything was okay, and some part of her wouldn’t believe in the reconciliation. She never forgot anyone who had ever wronged me.

			I also couldn’t explain what I’d seen without alarming her. If I made it seem like Margaret participated in compromising or forbidden situations, situations in which I could at some point become embroiled, then she might not let me sleep over at Margaret’s house as often as she did, which was already less often than both Eleanor and Margaret were allowed to sleep at each other’s houses or my house, and I didn’t want that. Not that she would ever meaningfully separate me from Margaret by her own standards—we’d been best friends since kindergarten, she loved Margaret—but she might by mine. She was mystified by the intensity of my feelings in general but especially by the ferocity of my friendships, what I needed from them, how I twined my life around them.

			Why did I want to have so many sleepovers? my mom sometimes asked. Why couldn’t I just hang out and then come home to rest in my own bed? What was so important about being unconscious next to someone who you were going to see the next day anyway? I thought these questions were a trick—she wanted me to admit that we stayed up all night carousing. It’s true she underestimated the quantity of togetherness lost by going home after dinner instead of the next morning, but even if we did go straight to bed, it seemed obvious to me that sleeping next to someone was an act of intimacy unavailable during regular visiting hours: to wear your pajamas and wash your face above the sink, to watch a girl’s eyes flutter closed. Both my friends, at least, understood this.

			When my mom returned from the kitchen, she brought me a glass. I took it.

			At three, El glided into my driveway on her bike, standing on its pedals. She wore a green pleated tennis dress and no helmet. Her pale-blond hair licked her temples in the humidity, the air of the afternoon lousy with thoughts of rain. She hugged me briefly.

			“I haven’t showered,” she said. She’d come straight here from practice.

			“It’s fine,” I answered. “You always smell good.”

			I led us inside, where we first said hello to my mother, who expected anyone who entered her house to spend at least one minute acknowledging her existence. She’d told me so repeatedly, that I couldn’t just slink upstairs with a friend. We found her sitting on the far side of the dinner table, slicing through mail with a kitchen knife. Even seated, she looked tall, her brown and silver hair in a braid down her back, lighter in color than my own, my dark features having come from my father, who was also tall and who made most of his appearances after dark and over the weekend.

			“How’s your mom?” my mom asked Eleanor, setting aside an envelope.

			She saved the preprinted return-address labels sent to her by nonprofit organizations seeking donations if they had birds or flowers on them. She threw away the ones with American flags or frogs because she didn’t like looking at frogs or nationalism as a marketing strategy.

			“She abandoned me for Chicago,” Eleanor said, which meant her mom had gone away on a brief trip for work.

			“You’re welcome to stay for dinner,” my mom offered.

			“Then who will eat all my cereal?” Eleanor asked.

			She was a real expert at finding ways to say no to people. Also, she loved eating cereal for dinner. I knew Eleanor saw the differences between my relationship with my mom and her relationship with hers, but I couldn’t yet imagine that she might resent her mother’s occasional absences in the same way I resented my mother’s continuous presence.

			We climbed the stairs to my bedroom.

			I had a queen-sized bed, a desk, two wide windows with wood-slat blinds, and a very big mirror on the opposite wall. I had an orchid on its fifth bloom, which my mother watered weekly by placing an ice cube on top of its soil, the only times I voluntarily invited her into my room. I suspected she used the opportunity to surreptitiously collect laundry. Pajamas and sweaters mounded on my desk chair. On my bedside table sat a lamp with a shade shaped like a cloud and above my bed hung a framed illustration of a pink winged chalice.

			“Show me your people,” Eleanor said, which was what we called playing The Sims. Playing The Sims was one of the things Eleanor and I did together when we hung out just the two of us. I pulled my lavender bedsheet up from its rumple at the foot of the bed to cover the mattress. Then I pulled my duvet over the sheet and arranged my four pillows into a headboard for the both of us, and we sat on top of the frothy covers. All my windows were pushed up. The plants outside shook against one another like instruments in the pre-rain wind. June in Ohio was always either wet or promising to be.

			I launched the game on my laptop. A large, multifaceted green diamond spun in the center of the screen while loading messages played: When the reaper appears on the whispering wishing well, you wish at your own peril.

			The game loaded an overhead view of my basic neighborhood of houses. I selected the one in which my Sim lived, a tiny rectangle on a large empty lot. Another load screen appeared. Eleanor began to braid a piece of her hair. She pulled her legs up beside her. She didn’t shave them, which I would have considered an almost miraculous act of rebellion except that the hair on Eleanor’s legs, like the hair on the rest of her body, was so white-blond, it nearly disappeared against her skin. I fanned my fingers over my keyboard without depressing any of the keys for the sake of the satisfying sound it produced.

			“Mar probably knows we know,” I said.

			“Probably,” she responded, and tilted her head to one side to get a better look at her hair. “But Mar is always willing to act like she’s gotten away with something until it’s been proven to her that she hasn’t.”

			I nodded. This was an accurate description of Margaret’s relationship with her mother. I just didn’t want it to also be how she was treating us. Everything that had to do with my friends was my business. I couldn’t imagine why Margaret hadn’t already told us something of such obvious interest. The green diamond continued to spin.

			“She still might tell us,” Eleanor said.

			I picked up a clear plastic hair tie from my bedside table. Instead of handing it to her, I took Eleanor’s pale braid from between her fingers and tied it off myself, the miniature plaits she’d made perfectly even.

			“Do mine please,” I said, and separated a section of hair from the right side of my face, which she wordlessly took.

			She had to rise up onto her knees to reach the top of my head. Her chest touched my shoulder. She separated my hair into strands and began to braid, her hold firm and her fingers quick, the sensation familiar. Every time I saw El braiding her hair, I asked her to braid mine.

			I went on, “But if Mar isn’t deliberately keeping it a secret, wouldn’t she have already posted?”

			Margaret could be counted on to post evidence, however oblique, whenever she did anything fun.
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