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  STAVE I


  MARLYS GHOST
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  MARLY WAS DEAD, TO BEGIN WITH. There was no doubt whatsoever about that. I had been there. When she went off the treatments, she decided she
  wanted to die at home, and she wanted me to be there with her family. So I sat, and I waited, and I was destroyed.


  There are no metaphors, no words for such a feeling. You are left with no doubt, and endless doubt.


  We stood around the bed, counting her breaths, holding our own. Her father held her hand. Her mother sobbed. Her grandmothers prayed. I felt as if I was being undone one stitch at a time. She
  was sixteen years old, but there in the bed she could have been ninety. Everything about her that had once smiled was now gone. She hadnt been awake for days. The last word Id said to
  her was goodbye  but Id meant for the afternoon, not forever. Afterwards, I told her I love you so many times it hurt. But I had no way of knowing whether she heard
  or not.


  I repeated it now  I love you. I love you. Please. I love you. Then it came  that one small gasp. We waited for the next one, but there was no next one. You expect death
  to bring some new form of punctuation, but there it is: one small gasp. Period.


  I know people say that when you die, your life flashes in front of your eyes. I have no idea what Marly saw. I will never know. But after that last gasp, after that loud silent moment, suddenly
  our life together flashed before my own eyes. It couldnt have taken longer than ten seconds, but it was all there: our eighth-grade dance, the first time wed gone out as a couple,
  doing the box-step in a gymnasium decorated with purple and blue balloons; watching movies together in her den, curling up together under the blanket her aunt had made when Marly was born; meeting
  at our new high-school lockers, passing notes, sharing books, or simply smiling at the sight of each other; going on double dates with Fred and Sarah, holding hands underneath the table, feeling
  her charm bracelet press against my wrist; the two of us retreating to the dark of my room, her hand rising under my shirt, my whole life bending over to kiss her; feeling her becoming lighter in
  my arms as the treatments took more and more and more of her.


  It passed so quickly. And when it was gone  when all of it was gone  I was left with nothing. It was as if all the moments had died along with her. Everything had died. Everything
  except me. And that was arguable. There were times when I felt I had died, too.


  When you die, the heart just stops.


  When she died, my heart just stopped.


  I knew she was dead. In every hour, every minute, every second since that one small gasp, I knew she was dead. How could it be otherwise?


  I had known Marly for six years, since we were ten. We had been together for three of those years, until she died, just four months ago.


  Her absence was all that mattered to me now, just as her presence had been all that mattered to me then. The people around me measured their days in hours or class periods or meals. I used to
  measure the days in glimpses of her face, touches from her hand, words sent back and forth through the air, all the things Id tell her. I had never before experienced a love so elemental.
  And I never would again.


  B&M


  We had carved it everywhere. The trees where we walked. The benches where we sat. On the bedposts. The walls. Still there, every time I looked. There was no way to erase her without removing
  myself.


  I was what remained. And thats what my life felt like: remaining. I went through the motions. I drowned myself in homework and tests. I pushed myself as fast as I could through each day.
  I tried not to look too closely at anyone else, because they had what Id lost  seeing them touch, seeing them happy made me bitter, jealous, sad. I was old at a young age  I
  knew things that nobody around me knew. I knew the truth of grief, the truth of watching a person slowly die, the angry emptiness of still being around. I made myself hard and sharp. I became
  secret and self-contained. Solitary.


  This was not a choice. It was what I had to do.


  The cold within me froze my features, made my eyes red, my thin lips blue, and spoke out in a voice that grated in my own ears. I iced the air wherever I went. I chilled all the
  conversations.


  Love was to blame for this. Because when love ends, the cold is what youre left with.


  It was all I needed to feel.


  Life goes on. Get over it. Youre still young. Itll get better. Blah blah blah. At first people had tried to draw me in and draw me out. My friends tried to make me return
  to a world where there were colors besides black and gray, gave me consolations and invitations and conversations that grew more and more one-sided as my side shut down. There was no way to explain
  to them how I felt, because if theyd been able to understand, there wouldnt have been any need to explain. I knew some of them loved her  genuinely loved her. But not in the
  way I had. I knew they were grieving, too, but I needed distance for my own grief. I chose to edge my way along the crowded paths of life, keeping sympathy away. I didnt want it. I
  didnt need it. I wanted and needed Marly, and she was gone.


  I wanted to die.


  That Friday, that day before Valentines Day, was no different. I walked through the hallways of our school and paid as little attention as I could to the stamping and
  wheezing and talking around me. Some lockers were decked out with construction-paper hearts  to me, the only thing they had in common with real hearts was their ability to be torn so easily.
  Black hearts  I wanted to see black hearts in the halls, hearts that smelled like smoke and weighed as much as sadness. While everyone else focused on their boyfriends and girlfriends, on
  roses and carnations and dates, I looked out the windows at the bleak midwinter. The last bell of the day had just rung, but it was quite dark already, with a fog covering the parking lot
  and the football field and the town beyond. I wanted to be out there, evaporating.


  But I couldnt disappear if people kept finding me. I couldnt make it through the halls without being stopped by some bright-colored remnant of my past life.


  Happy almost-Valentines Day! my onetime best friend Fred called out, coming upon me so quickly that I had no chance to avoid him. Hope still flickered in his voice  I
  couldnt figure out a way to extinguish it. I was not in the mood for him, or the ghost of our friendship, or talk about Valentines Day and love.


  Love is humbug, I said to him.


  He was all in a glow, his eyes sparkling.


  Love is humbug! he repeated. You cant possibly mean that.


  He wanted me to play along, to banter. But I couldnt do that anymore. Id lost that.


  After somebody dies, you find that everybody elses old roles amplify. Fred had always been the one to keep us together, to rally us and cheer us. I knew he missed Marly, and I knew that
  somewhere underneath his gestures of happiness, he was sad. But my role had simply been to love her, and now that amplified itself in clear, lucid pain. No holiday, no talk of love, could change
  that.


  I do mean it, I said, unable to keep the frost from my voice. Then, seeing he still didnt believe me, I added, Im sick and tired of all this useless
  energy spent on love. All the drama. All the expectation. All these couples pretending to fit together because thats what they think theyre supposed to do. I am sick of
  celebrating that. I am sick of glorifying the vulnerability and codependency of dimwitted lonely people who spend thirty dollars on a dozen roses and think that means something more than a
  waste of money.


  Come on, Ben. Fred looked at me with sad sympathy. The exact wrong thing to do. You have to lighten up a little.


  How can I lighten up, I said darkly, when everyone around me is so deluded? Everyone thinks that what theyre experiencing is real. That it will last. Whats
  Valentines Day about except the desperate search to find someone to spend Valentines Day with? It just shows that love has become a marketing campaign, like everything else. You buy
  into it and lose everything. If I had my way, I would force everyone who sings out Happy Valentines Day to eat a thousand candy hearts without water, and then lock them in a
  heart-shaped box until they came out sane.


  Ben! Fred pleaded.


  Fred! I returned sarcastically. Go do Valentines Day your way and Ill do it mine.


  I dont care about the holiday, Fred said. I care about you. Youre making it sound like youve abandoned the whole concept of love.


  Let me abandon it, then. Love and I once had a great relationship, but I fear weve broken up. It cheated on me, wrecked my heart, and then went on to date other people. A
  lot of other people. And I cant stand to watch it, since loves going to cheat on them too. Just watch.


  Fred put his hand on my shoulder and it took every ounce of my restraint not to shrink away from his touch.


  I know its hard, he began. And I couldnt let him go on. This time I pulled away. Even when he tried to keep the hand there, tried to keep hold.


  If you dont shut up, I warned, Im leaving. Save the love talk for when Hallmark needs your advice.


  Stop it, Marly said, somewhere in my head. Hes your friend.


  Freds hand dropped to his side. Dont be angry, Ben. I didnt mean anything. Its just  at least tell me youll come over tomorrow for the party. We
  really want you there.


  A party. Another place she wouldnt be. Another place for me to sit and watch, remaining. A party I would chill to its core.


  Fred and Sarah laughing. Exchanging gifts. Holding hands.


  The continuing half of the double date.


  I dont think so, I said. The last place I want to be is a Valentines gathering with you and Sarah.


  Its an anti-Valentine party. There will be other people there.


  And Sarah, I said, speaking her name like a curse. Not because I disliked her, but because I disliked them.


  What do you have against Sarah? Fred asked.


  I sighed. There was no use going into it, because it was so twisted. Every time I saw them together, I was angry at them for being together. And at the same time, I pictured how broken
  hed be when it was over. How thoroughly shot.


  Why did you start going out with her? I asked. Because I fell in love.


  Because you fell in love! I laughed. How easy for you!


  I hit the mark, and stopped Fred for a second. Then he collected himself and said, Its not Sarah thats keeping you away. You havent hung out with me or anyone else,
  really, since . . .


  He wouldnt finish the sentence, letting the last words hang in the haunted realm of the unsaid.


  Since what? I asked cruelly.


  You know what, Ben . . . Why cant we be friends?


  I have to go, I said. And it was the truth  it was as if I would slip off the edge entirely if I had to stay for one more sentence, one more attempt.


  But not Fred. He always had to leave on good terms.


  Im sorry, with all my heart, to see you like this, he told me. I swear to God, if I knew how to make you snap out of it, I would. Do you really think this is what she
  would have wanted? Do you really think this is the right way to go? You dont even fight with me. You cant even be bothered to do that. You think if you keep turning us down and
  turning us away that well give up. And maybe youre right. Maybe thats what some people have done, and others will do. But Im not going to stop caring about you, my
  friend. Im not going to stop believing in love because of what happened. I cant. And you shouldnt either.


  I should have been a little moved. I should have thawed just a little bit.


  But I could feel myself missing her even more. I could see her there at the party, joking with Sarah about the appropriate anti-Valentine decorations, telling Fred he looked charming in whatever
  he chose to wear. I could feel her warmth on the couch next to me. I could see her telling me she didnt want a drink
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