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            Five Fires

         
         “There was another fire last night.” That’s the first woman. Tennis skirt, Lacoste polo, gold chain with a diamond on it,
            like a drop of water.
         

         
         The other woman—I don’t know either of them; you can’t, even in a town as small as ours, know everybody—says: “That makes
            three this month, doesn’t it?”
         

         
         “Two. The one at the vacant—you know that place. And now behind Langley’s.”

         
         And the playhouse, I want to say. The first one was that playhouse. But I don’t say it, because, again, I don’t know them. But three is right. There have been three since August 1, and it’s
            only August 10.
         

         
         “Do they know the cause?”

         
         “Lightning.”

         
         “There wasn’t a storm last night. There’s barely been a drop of rain since Memorial Day. Good for the beach towns, but nobody
            else.”
         

         
         “I know, but there was heat lightning. You could see it in the sky.”

         
         “Heat lightning doesn’t cause fires.”

         
         “Why not? It’s still lightning.”

         
         “But it doesn’t strike the ground, does it?”

         
         “It must strike somewhere. There’s no other explanation. No evidence of arson. I suppose, at Langley’s, someone could have
            thrown a cigarette in the dumpster, but there’s nothing that can make a vacant lot catch fire, except lightning.”
         

         
         But the playhouse had electricity. Or did it? I’d never been in it, of course, but I’d heard about it. The two-story house
            that Horace Stone had built for his only daughter, Becca. It had a kitchen and a bedroom and real furniture and, I think,
            running water. But no electricity. Or maybe it had electricity but not running water? It definitely had a bed. But everyone
            in town knew that. About the bed.
         

         
         Now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure it had running water. And maybe a little minifridge with ice. There had to be ice.
            Not that I ever knew Becca Stone to play with. She’s a lot older than I am, four years ahead of me in school, going into her
            senior year at Princeton. She may want to be my friend, all things considered. But right now, I’m going into my senior year
            at Belleville High School, and it’s hard to imagine a day when I’ll be friends with people so much older. Even people who
            are inclined to like me, like Becca Stone. At least I think she likes me. Or would, if we get to know each other.
         

         
         The women take their sandwiches and go. They never said a thing to me the entire time they were in the store, except: “Wheat
            bread.” “No mayonnaise.” And: “Do you have any other chips?” It was like I wasn’t there. So I don’t say good-bye. I don’t
            know them, although I might know their kids, if they have any. Kids don’t come to the deli. It’s not cool. Most of the kids
            go to Subway or McDonald’s, maybe the Sonic, although only to get food to go, not to stay and eat in their cars, despite the
            fact that it’s a drive-in. That would be uncool too. I’ve made a study of what’s cool and what’s not, but it’s harder than
            it looks. Why is it cool to get Sonic food to go, but not eat there in your car? I don’t know. I just know that’s how it is.
         

         
          

         It’s almost four, when I get to leave, if Wendi, who works the next shift, is on time. Big if. Wendi’s boyfriend, Jordan,
            is working as a lifeguard at the community pool this summer, but she’s not sure of him, so she goes to the pool and stays
            until the last possible minute, then comes here, smelling of lotion and chlorine and french fries. I think she’s silly. He’s
            not going to do anything while she’s around, and watching him until the last minute isn’t going to make Jordan behave. I don’t
            know, if some girl were watching me that way, I think I might feel obligated to do something.
         

         
         And when Wendi finally gets to work, she wants me to stay and listen to her complaints and suspicions about Jordan, even though
            I’ve punched out. Wendi is one of those people who doesn’t seem to exist when she’s alone. But she never talks to me anywhere
            else, so I don’t see why I have to linger past the time I’m on the clock to listen to her talk about Jordan. True, I used
            to like it. Back when she was happier with him, when I could be a positive influence. Back last fall, when people said some
            nasty stuff about Jordan, I told Wendi she should trust him. She seemed to appreciate it.
         

         
         “And then Caitlin—she’s such a slut—”

         
         “I’ve got to go, Wendi.”

         
         “Why?” she asks. Meaning: You don’t have anywhere to go. Wendi knows how to do that, put a lot of meanness into words that aren’t necessarily mean.
         

         
         “Actually,” I say, “someone’s waiting for me.”

         
         “Who?” She thinks I’m lying, I can tell. Won’t she be surprised when she finds out who’s back. But that’s a secret, for now.
            I’ve promised not to tell. So I just smile. Enigmatically. That’s one of my vocabulary words. En-ig-mat-i-cal-ly. I’m not going to take the SAT, but if I did, I bet I would get a pretty good score.
         

         
         There are exactly seven ways for me to walk home from the deli. I worked it out. It’s sort of like an algebra problem. I’ve
            always tried to vary it, even before this summer, because I like some variety.
         

         
         “More like geometry,” Tara says, falling into place beside me at the corner of Tulip and Elm. The north–south streets are
            named for trees, the cross streets for flowers.
         

         
         “No,” I say, conscious that she’s smart, that she got into a good college, even if she decided not to go there in the end.
            Her decision, no one else’s. But that doesn’t mean she’s always right. “It’s not about the shapes. It’s about the variables.
            If I go straight on Elm, then there are three possible places to turn right—so those would be X, Y, or Z. But if I choose
            to go right here, on Tulip, there are still two more possibilities. So that makes Tulip ‘X,’ or—”
         

         
         “BOR-ing,” she says, the way she used to in class sometimes, in a light, high voice, almost like singing, that all the boys
            seemed to think was funny. “Is there anything more boring than figuring out how many ways you can walk between your job and
            your house? Except this town.”
         

         
         “Well,” I say, “you didn’t have to come back to Belleville if you think it’s so boring. And you don’t have to stay.”

         
         “Of course I have to stay,” she says. “At least for a little while.”

         
         “Why? Your family moved away last spring. Why did you come back?”

         
         “You know why,” she says. I don’t know why she thinks that. I mean, I know she’s here, staying with a friend, I guess. But
            she hasn’t explained everything to me, and it’s not like we were close in school.
         

         
          

         No one’s home at my house, 333 Rose. My mom’s working four to eleven this week. “I can’t have people in when my mom’s not
            home,” I tell Tara. “You know that.”
         

         
         “Like you’ve never broken that rule.”

         
         “I haven’t.”

         
         “Only because no one’s ever wanted to come over to your house.”

         
         That’s not true. Okay, it’s true, but it’s not nice. But Tara was never that nice, despite what some people think. She wasn’t
            mean—it wasn’t like the movies, where the girls are so nasty you can’t quite believe it. She just made it really clear that
            she thought she was up there and other people weren’t. True, she was pretty and a cheerleader, but her family didn’t even
            move to Belleville until she was a junior. And, sure, she made varsity cheerleader without ever being on JV, but so what?
            It’s not like she was the only girl who ever did that. Becca Stone made varsity as a freshman and also graduated at the top
            of her class, then went to Princeton. There’s a world of difference between someone like Tara Greene and Becca Stone, and
            Tara never seemed to get that. Mama always said that the Greenes just didn’t understand Belleville, that you don’t move to
            a place and try to make it be like you. You have to learn to be like it.
         

         
         I guess Tara came back because she’s a few credits shy of her diploma. But if she’s not in college, she has no one to blame
            but herself.
         

         
         I shut the door, leaving her on the walk. “See you tomorrow, Beth!” she says, but I’m already thinking maybe there’s a new
            way to walk home from the deli, a way that will keep Tara from waiting for me. It was interesting at first, having her seek
            me out, determined to be my friend. Now I’m not so sure. She’s sneaky. I don’t know what she wants from me, but I don’t owe
            her anything.
         

         
         I don’t mind coming home to an empty house, although I feel bad for my mom, who hates the night shift. But if she’s here when
            I get home, she’s on me. Even when school is out and there’s no homework to do. She tells me to take a shower because I smell
            like salami and sweat. She tells me to put my clothes in the hamper, then says, “Can’t you see that hamper’s full, Bethie?
            Start a wash.” She stands nearby when I count my tips—at the end of your shift, if you’ve worked alone, you get everything
            in the tip jar, although there’s a tradition that you leave a dollar for the next girl. I don’t know why, but I do it. Wendi
            doesn’t, though. She’s not . . . honorable. It’s silly not to do it. It’s not as if you lose out. Because, of course, if everyone
            does it, no one loses a dollar.
         

         
         I still hide my tip money from my mom, although she’s okay now. I can’t imagine her going through my room again, looking for
            my savings. Well, I can, but if it happened, I would know what to do. I’d tell her to call Bill, the guy responsible for getting
            her through the rough patches, and if she wouldn’t, then I would. That’s happened only once, and if you ask me, it was kind
            of Tara’s fault. I mean, things got so crazy there for a while and it was hard on my mom. People said mean things. I was okay
            with it, but she was fragile, taking it one day at a time, like they say, and she had a bad day. One. Only one. I’m really
            proud of her.
         

         
         Thinking about my mom, and how she loves me and wants the best for me, makes me want to be good to her. So I do all the things
            she would tell me to do. I take a shower. I start a wash, gathering all the dark clothes, except that one bright red T-shirt
            at the bottom of the hamper. It’s not that I’m ashamed of it, not at all, it’s just that I won’t know what to do with it once
            it’s clean. Plus, once it’s clean, then, I don’t know, it’s as if everything will be over, and I really don’t want things
            to be over. I keep thinking that maybe it’s just summer, that life will be exciting when school starts again, but I’m not
            sure. Daniel Stone graduated, and he’s going to Johns Hopkins on a lacrosse scholarship. Some people say it’s wrong, Daniel
            Stone getting money he doesn’t need, but I don’t see why he shouldn’t get a scholarship. I mean, it’s for being a good athlete,
            and if having a poor family shouldn’t keep you out of college, then having a rich one shouldn’t keep you from being recognized
            for your genuine talents.
         

         
         I wanted to go away to college, but my mom says it’s community college for me unless the sky rains money sometime between
            now and next spring. I’m a good student, but I don’t have any kind of special talent that gets you scholarships. It’s not
            that I wouldn’t get some aid, but my mom is dead set against loans and says it has to be a free ride or nothing if I want to go away.
         

         
         Last fall, I talked to a recruiter from Delaware State University, but my mom just got this look on her face and said, “Over
            my dead body.” I told her that it wasn’t an all-black school anymore, hadn’t been for a long time, that it’s ranked very high
            on some lists and a US congressman went there. I kept in touch with that recruiter, telling her of my situation, and she seemed
            really encouraging until this winter, when she suddenly said she didn’t think the school would be a good fit for me. I figure
            my mom went behind my back and said something. What can I say? My mom is prejudiced. Lots of older people are.
         

         
         Also, my dad left her for someone from Dover, and I think she just has a grudge against Dover. She’s lived in Belleville all
            her life. Me, too. My dad didn’t move here until he was in first grade, and he stayed here until he met that schoolteacher
            from Dover. She got a flat tire on the way to the beach. This would have been the summer I was three years old, but I remember
            it. Well, I remember him packing up, moving out. My mother told me about the schoolteacher, her red Miata, how she rode in
            the truck with the tow truck driver, wearing a shift that was barely a shirt over her bikini. “Slut,” my mother said. “Nice
            example for a third-grade teacher to set.”
         

         
         The teacher had a summer share over at Dewey Beach with a bunch of other schoolteachers. My father started taking weekend
            shifts at the
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