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			Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.

			John 8:7 (NIV)
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			Chapter One

			JO

			Three times in my life I’ve called my sister for help.

			The first, I was at a motel almost an hour from Curtisville. Any closer, Gary said, and he might be recognized. Minutes earlier he’d left with his fake ID.

			When Georgie heard my voice, she laughed. “Get a ride from your boyfriend,” she said. There was a plasticky clatter as she hung up.

			I had been here before, waiting for Gary to return with a grocery bag hanging from his fingertips and a smirk that left me sure there was some joke to all of this. He could have almost any girl he wanted, so why me? I asked once if it was because I was from the church where his dad was the pastor. He looked genuinely surprised. “You think I care what my parents want?”

			I guessed I did. Gary lived like everything was either already funny or would be soon. But I had believed there was a sincere, vulnerable part of him somewhere beneath his swagger, his machine-gun laugh. I hadn’t found it yet, though. I was starting to realize I never would.

			Why, then, was I here? The last two times he’d checked us into this motel, I’d ignored the question until he came back, then drowned it in screwdrivers until I was indifferent to what happened next and incapable of remembering most of it anyway.

			I turned on the TV, but the attempt to distract myself made me feel worse. I rechecked the curtains to make sure not even a sliver of the room would be visible from the outside. I felt both alone and watched. I was definitely starting to feel sick. If the world were good and fair, someone would come for me now. But I hadn’t seen my mom since I was eight. Dad was in the hospital for another back surgery, and Georgie, apparently, hated me. Her reasons were obvious. I was absent right when Dad needed us, I was having sex with Gary, and I was too much like Mom, unsatisfied and ambitious and trying to escape.

			The lock beeped and Gary came in. His keys crashed onto a side table, and he began emptying the bag. Vodka, orange juice, cups, chips, condoms. The orange juice was for me, because shots made me puke. The chips, presumably, were for him, later.

			“Can you take me home?” I asked. “I don’t feel good.”

			“You were fine ten minutes ago.” He shrugged off his jacket, tossed it toward me. If he had been anyone else, I would see the fact that it landed on my head as a mistake. But he was too good a shot for that. He snickered while I snatched it off. “I already paid for the room,” he added. Already he was mixing me a drink, then holding it out with a flourish.

			I didn’t take it. “I don’t want to do this anymore,” I said.

			“It’s a little late to start caring about purity.”

			“I don’t care about that,” I said, which was true in a way, even if I also felt a bodily regret I couldn’t shake.

			“What’s the problem, then?” He wore a pale blue polo shirt. His short, light brown hair was spiked with gel. I used to find him so attractive it was hard to meet his eyes.

			“I just think I should go home.” I tried to sound bored, but my voice was tight with panic.

			“Then call someone.” He gestured at the phone. “I’m staying here.”

			There was no one I could call. I didn’t have friends who were old enough to drive because I wasn’t old enough to drive. Georgie, my only hope, had refused.

			Even if I could find a ride, there would be the question of what I was doing at a motel an hour from Curtisville, with Gary’s Grand Am parked conspicuously outside.

			“Come on, Jo. Let’s watch something and relax.” He meant this as an opportunity. We could pretend the whole exchange didn’t happen. We could pretend I wasn’t trying to say no. “Come on,” he repeated. “Sit down.” He patted the bed next to him. I sat. “Drink,” he said. I drank. “There you go,” he said, like he knew I was catching on. And, finally, I was. Look at me, incapable of getting out of a situation I got into on purpose.

			

			• • •

			I CALLED GEORGIE FOR THE second time a little over two years later. Hours before, after Dad had gone to bed and my sister had parked herself in front of the TV to “do her homework,” I headed for the back door. Our mastiff mix, Hulk, followed me, hoping for a walk. “Go away,” I whispered. He turned back toward the living room, but only after a long searching look I tried to tell myself was his normal expression.

			It was March. I took Georgie’s coat, a huge canvas thing that had once belonged to Dad. It was so heavy I felt like I had a body slung over my shoulders.

			I crossed Route 9, skirted a marsh, pushed into forest. Because I’d never worn Georgie’s coat before, I’d never figured out that, on me, it was so loose that cold air poured into the collar and cuffs and hem. The busted zipper didn’t help.

			I had no plan. Maybe I’d stumble on a cabin with smoke floating from a chimney. Maybe I’d get picked up by someone going to Boston or New York. Maybe I’d die of hypothermia. Maybe the search dogs would find me in a stiff curl at the base of a tree, wrapped in this jacket too big and too broken to save me.

			I combed through this scenario, from the panicked search to the wrenching discovery, until the idea was no longer interesting. I didn’t actually want to die. But now I was lost.

			My sense of time eroded until I could no longer be sure it was passing. I crossed my arms to keep the front of the jacket closed. Each time my foot broke the surface of the stiff old snow, my arms flung out for balance, then folded back to my chest. I must have looked like a bird who kept changing her mind about flight. When a milkiness crept into the edges of my vision, I thought I might be losing it. But it was morning, or almost morning, and I was at an intersection I vaguely recognized. Across from me was a gas station. Its neon sign blinked the letters O P E N. I was so numb I might as well have been learning the word.

			Bells on a strip of leather slapped the glass door as I entered. I asked the man behind the counter for a phone. My lips were distant, unresponsive. But he understood.

			“Pay phone’s outside,” he said, nodding toward the door I’d just come through. I could barely see his eyes under the curlicued brim of his Red Sox hat. Still, it was obvious what he thought of my ugly jacket and slurred speech.

			“I don’t have any money,” I managed. He sighed and heaved an old desk phone onto the counter. I picked up the receiver, grimed by a decade’s worth of strange ears and mouths and hands. I couldn’t call Dad, who’d be upset in a way that was worse than mad. Georgie had recently gotten a cell phone, though, which I considered a waste of money. Who needed to talk to Georgie so urgently they couldn’t just call our landline?

			Me, apparently. I’d even bothered to learn the number, which I now dialed.

			“It’s me,” I told her.

			“Where are you?”

			“Cumberland Farms.”

			“Which one?”

			“The one in Gray.”

			“There are two in Gray.” Georgie had always been better at landmarks and directions than I was. I was good at reading a map, but she was good at knowing things without one.

			“The one on 202,” the man said. I didn’t know he could hear her. I wanted to move away, but the phone’s snarled cord was a short leash.

			“Who’s that?” Georgie asked.

			“I borrowed his phone.”

			“What is going on?” I heard a rare note of anxiety in her voice. You could tell Georgie’s whole life as a history of not getting worked up. Not about almost failing out of tenth grade, not about Dad’s gigantic medical bills, not about Mom leaving us again. Georgie had barely lifted her face from her Game Boy when Mom bent to kiss her goodbye.

			Now she asked, incredulously, “Are you drunk?”

			“Come get me. Please.” I was trying not to cry.

			“Stay right there,” she said, and hung up.

			The man returned the phone to its hidden shelf. “You need anything? Coffee? A muffin?” His voice had softened a little.

			“No thanks.”

			“It’s on the house, hun.” The way he said hun turned my insides. When he started around the counter, I headed for the door.

			“Hold your horses,” he said, lifting a paper cup from a stack and filling it with hot water from a red-handled spigot. “Water’s free.” He left the steaming cup in front of the coffee makers and retreated to his stool behind the register, like I was wild.

			I sat on a stack of bundled firewood, drank so fast I seared my insides. The wall of refrigerators hummed to fill the silence. The man pretended to have forgotten about me, which I knew was the most decent thing he could think of to do. Eventually he said, “Your ride’s here.” Outside, Dad’s Taurus was lurching to a stop. I hurried out without a thank-you.

			As I dropped into the passenger seat, Georgie took me in from top to toes.

			“So that’s where my jacket went,” she said. “I thought you hated it.”

			“I do hate it.”

			She gave a little snort, then paused long enough for me to think she was coming to the obvious conclusion, which was that I’d wanted something of hers to take with me. That I’d thought the jacket would protect me, or at least make me feel less alone.

			But all she said was “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

			“I took a walk.” The morning sky was the color of mop-bucket water. I sat back, closed my eyes as we bounced over potholes. It would be nice to keep going like this for a long time, I thought, long enough for Georgie to forget how I’d taken her ugly jacket and walked eight miles in the middle of the night. Or long enough for me to become someone who didn’t do this sort of thing in the first place.

			“Jo?”

			“I got rejected,” I told her.

			“What? Where?”

			“Everywhere.” This wasn’t entirely true, but it was true enough. As of the day before, four of the six schools I’d applied to had rejected me: Dartmouth, Wellesley, Georgetown, and Tufts. I had gotten into Southern Maine, but I didn’t want to go to Southern Maine. I still hadn’t heard from Peabody, but it was the most selective of all the schools I’d applied to. I didn’t have a chance.

			“Seriously?” For the second time that night, she sounded actually upset. Then she said, “I wonder if it has to do with Gary.”

			I stared at her. “You want to talk about Gary now?” The growing light had clarified her features: thick blond lashes, full cheeks, dimpled knob of a chin. My sister’s basic physical appeal was always most obvious when I was mad at her.

			For a while after I’d called from the motel, Georgie and I didn’t talk about Gary. But then I started avoiding him, which meant I quit church for good, which meant Dad got upset, which meant Georgie got upset that I’d upset Dad, who was just home from the hospital again and not doing very well.

			Georgie pulled into our driveway and turned off the engine. “I just wanted to see if you wanted to talk about it.” Then, defensively: “I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

			“You called me a whore!”

			“No,” she said. “I called you a…never mind.”

			My eye roll was so big it took my head with it.

			“It was a bad time, with how Dad was and everything. I didn’t like what was going on with you and Gary.”

			She’d come home one afternoon when Gary and I were there. Dad was at one of his thousand physical therapy appointments, or maybe getting another scan. Georgie was supposed to be at practice. She didn’t care that she sat the bench. Her relationship with basketball looked a lot like her relationship with church: She was somehow very committed while never expecting more than the minimum from herself. Anyway, she’d forgotten her shoes, and drove home for them. I didn’t know until Gary came back from the bathroom and said, “Uh, your sister’s here.” I heard the front door slam. In the silence that followed I wanted to laugh, which made me realize I was actually kind of scared.

			Gary started taking me to the motel after that.

			“What are you trying to say?” I asked Georgie.

			“Just that—that night you called me—I wasn’t thinking, and I—”

			“Whatever. It doesn’t matter.”

			“Okay.” I wasn’t sure she believed me. I wasn’t sure if I wanted her to.

			I had worried at first that Georgie would tell. She was a good Christian girl. She volunteered for the church nursery and brought the old folks’ cars around on icy days. She was friendly with guys, including Gary, but not too friendly. She attended the Bible study that Gary’s younger sister, Tara, had started at our high school.

			But a week passed, then another. And I remembered how, of all the instructions in the Bible, do not judge seemed the most important to her. Not, it seemed, because of what Jesus said about the measure you use being the one used against you, but because Georgie didn’t like to have to make a final decision on anything. “What do I know?” she would ask, about things she should definitely know about.

			I said, “All I care about now is getting into college, and getting away from this.” I gestured at the car, the house with its broken porch and sagging gutters, the matted snow of our lawn, dotted with dark knots of dog droppings.

			Georgie was included in my gesture. She had to know that.

			“I’m going to make it up to you,” Georgie said, in her stout way that promised failure. I snorted to remind both of us that I was the only one good for my promises. I was the one who planned and executed. You didn’t need to know us for ten minutes before you understood: I was going to make something of myself, and Georgie was not.

			But still, Georgie had something I didn’t, something I had long struggled to name. Maybe it was confidence. Not in herself, exactly, but in her life.

			“Jo?”

			I thought of the time I had a splinter buried in my palm. Dad broke off the only available edge when he tried to get it out, and I couldn’t dig into my own skin without feeling woozy. Georgie came along with tweezers and a damp cloth. “Don’t close your eyes,” she told me. “You have to expect the feeling. But squint so you don’t see too much.” Her grip was too strong to yank away from, her hands warm and firm. Somehow it was comforting to know I couldn’t escape her even if I wanted to. I was still bracing for the pain when she exclaimed “Got it!” and dropped my hand.

			What did I need from her now? Don’t let go, I thought, but it was a wish too private to say. Besides, all she offered was help. Help was temporary. Holding on was forever.

			“Jo?”

			“Stop saying my name,” I said.

			“I’ll figure something out.”

			“If you say so,” I said.

			Inside, I took the hottest shower I could stand, dressed in the thickest sweats I owned, and climbed into bed with a hot-water bottle. Georgie and I shared a wall thin enough for me to hear her sigh, betraying a weariness I didn’t usually associate with her. The sound made me realize she really did want to help. And maybe she could. I could ask her to change her mind about college. Maybe we could start together at Southern Maine. We could room together. I could help her with her classes and we could take turns doing laundry. Sure, we would drive each other nuts sometimes, but we would make it work.

			I promised myself I would talk to her in the morning.

			

			• • •

			THE THIRD TIME I CALLED—that’s a longer story.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			GEORGIE

			It’s not fair what happened to Jo, not fair that she’s got a record now—not the criminal kind, but the internet kind, which in some ways is worse. None of the articles mention me, and they should, though Jo wouldn’t want me to say that. She wants to think she had a clear good choice and a clear bad one, and made the bad one. I don’t think it was so straightforward, but, as Jo would say, of course I would say that.

			I still find myself going over the whole thing, as if I could figure out exactly how much I’m responsible for. Does it count for anything that I was usually trying to do the right thing? And how far back would I have to go to understand it all anyway? Maybe I would need to start with that forty-pound box of napkins falling off a shelf at the mill warehouse. Or before that, with Mom drifting away from us but pretending she wasn’t. Or twelve years before that, the day Dad got sized up by his high school track coach and sent straight over to the shot put. A volunteer assistant coach named Mark Clemmens—who was also a seminary student—was waiting for the throwers to assemble. Somewhere nearby, a short, bony miler named Dawn Wallerford—my mother—was doing laps.

			But some stories are too long, or too full of gaps, to tell. So I probably have to start more recently, with what I remember clearly. Like how, a little over a year ago, I learned that Gary Clemmens was dead.

			

			• • •

			I HAD BEEN WORKING AT Pine Creek Senior Living Center for a month. The decor was fusty and the whole place smelled like a combination of antiseptic, roast beef, and air freshener. Less obvious was the smell of bodies, but it was there, damp and human like laundry forgotten in the washer. But I liked the job. I hadn’t felt this useful for years.

			I was going to fetch Nancy for dinner. She was new, so one of the intake staff had put a sign on her door: Hello my names Nancy. The missing apostrophe made me think of Jo, who was starting her junior year at Peabody College. The last time I’d seen her, she mentioned wanting to start a blog where she posted examples of bad grammar. To show my support I emailed her to report the sign taped to the window of Betty’s Variety, where she used to work—come get you’re Pizza!!!

			Ugh wow, she wrote back, but she didn’t mention the blog. She didn’t come home for the summer, either. I knew she was relieved to be away from me and Dad and our crummy house and our same old problems, but her absence still stung. Her first year at college, she’d invited me to visit a few times, but I knew I’d only embarrass her in front of all her smart new friends, so I didn’t go, and then she stopped bringing it up.

			“Sounds like a dead-end job to me,” Jo had said when I told her about my new position at Pine Creek. We talked about once a week. I knew she was mostly calling to keep tabs on me and Dad. She wanted to make sure we weren’t screwing anything up faster than she could fix it.

			Jo still refused to get a cell phone—which, if you asked me, was overly frugal for someone with a full ride to a fancy college—so if I wanted to talk to her I had to call her dorm. I always hoped she wasn’t there, so I could imagine her having lunch on a lawn, or laughing with a study group. But most of the time she picked up, leaving me with the knowledge that she was alone in her room again.

			I wanted my sister to take my new job seriously. I was good at it—getting bodies into and out of wheelchairs, wiping, washing, raising my voice to be heard. Rita told me once that I had the gift of tenderness. Rita was my boss. I was sort of scared of her and sort of wanted to be her friend. “I’m just trying not to hurt anybody,” I said. “That’s more than most people can say,” she replied. Then she said, “Oh, you’re not that great.”

			To Jo, I said, “Obviously it’s a dead-end job.”

			“Hilarious,” she said. Then: “Wait a minute. What about your classes?”

			I had so far avoided mentioning the fact that I’d dropped out of my community college classes for the semester, just in time for a refund. She groaned. Jo wanted me to go to nursing school like I’d always talked about, but I was starting to understand that I had only talked about it because Jo thought I should have a plan.

			“I thought you’d be happy for me,” I said, because Jo hadn’t thought much of my previous job, taking orders at the Yarmouth Dunkin’ Donuts.

			“I’ll try,” she said.

			“What’s up with you?” I asked. Jo tended to find herself a more uplifting topic than me. “How’s that writing class?” There was a big-name writer at Peabody that semester. Something like a hundred students had tried to get into his class, but he took only twenty. Jo had been chosen, of course.

			“Investigative journalism,” Jo corrected. Then she said, “It’s fine.”

			“You’d be a great journalist.”

			She laughed, sounding half annoyed and half pleased. “You say that about everything I try.”

			Did I? But this felt true. Jo was smart and persistent. Sure, she could be high-strung, but she also had a spine of steel. And she was a really good writer.

			“Honestly,” she admitted, “I’d love to do that sort of thing for a living.”

			“Do it!” I exclaimed, but she sighed. “What?” I asked.

			“It’s not that easy,” she said.

			It seemed to me like the more time she spent at that elite college, the less sure she was of herself. Obviously there was no point in saying so.

			When the old people at Pine Creek asked about my family, I always talked about Jo. She was the only one whose story didn’t get me a pitying look. She was sixteen months younger, I’d say, but she was born older. This always got a laugh. I’d talk about how she skipped a couple grades, how we graduated high school together, how now she had a scholarship to a top college in Massachusetts—Peabody, yeah, all girls. If the person I was talking to hadn’t nodded off yet, I’d start in on differences—she was little, I was big; she had gold-brown eyes and dark, fine hair, and I had blue eyes and this mess. Often I’d get interrupted at this point—You have great hair! This was true. I had a lot of it, at least. It was thick and wavy and streaked with blond. I kept it long even though it made my neck ache and took twelve hours to air-dry.

			One resident, Paul, said, “I bet some young man is going to appreciate that hair very much.” I felt myself flush, and he chuckled. “Or maybe he already does?”

			“No comment,” I said. “Isn’t it time for bridge club?”

			

			• • •

			NANCY’S DOOR WAS CRACKED a few inches. I knocked, called, “Hello, Nancy?” and waited. Most of the staff swooped right in, businesslike in a way that said there was nothing to be ashamed of. Rita called me Miss Manners for waiting, but I wasn’t trying to be polite. I only wanted to avoid walking in on anything I didn’t know how to handle. I had enough experience in that department already.

			“Nancy? Dinnertime.” I nudged the door, which swung silently open. Nancy was sitting up in bed, fully dressed and fully asleep. A copy of the Portland Press Herald was at her side. As I approached the bed, my gaze landed on a front-page headline: Curtisville Man Dies in Iraq. Beneath that was a picture of Gary.

			My hand was over my mouth, but I didn’t remember putting it there. I leaned closer to read.

			
				On Tuesday, Garrett Clemmens of Curtisville was killed outside of Baghdad when a roadside bomb struck his armored vehicle. Three other Americans were wounded in the attack.

				Specialist Clemmens—or Gary, as he was commonly known—was a familiar figure in Curtisville, where he excelled in high school athletics. An All-State basketball player for three years, Clemmens led Curtisville to the Class B State Championship game in 2003, when he scored a championship game record of 32 points despite spraining an ankle in the second half, and in 2004, when he broke his own record, scored 32 points, and made the Curtisville Cougars basketball team state champions for the first time in school history. He went on to play for the University of Maine–Orono, where he averaged 9 points per game over two seasons before enlisting in the Army. His father, Mark Clemmens, is the pastor at Word of Life church in—

			

			“Isn’t that a tragedy?” Nancy asked. Then she said, “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“Yes—no—sorry.” I tapped the picture. “I knew him.” Each of my heartbeats was chased by a ringing emptiness. Oh God, I thought, but it didn’t feel like a prayer.

			“Honey.” Nancy sounded distraught. Being at Pine Creek had taught me that there were two types of old people—the ones who were sorry about every unfortunate thing that found you and the ones who thought it was best you got used to having your back against a wall. Nancy was the nicer type.

			“We grew up in the same church,” I said. “His dad’s the pastor. Word of Life, in Curtisville.” I was saying things that were right there in the article. But I wanted to prove to Nancy how much this mattered, even though I couldn’t tell her the real reasons why. “I know his sister,” I concluded. When did Tara learn? Why hadn’t she called?

			“Honey,” Nancy said again, with even more feeling this time. She paused, searching for inspiration on what to do or say next. Then she started gathering up the newspaper. “Here. Take this.” She was flapping it at me so desperately I obeyed, tucking the folded paper under my arm before I helped her into her wheelchair. As we glided out the door and down the wide hallway, Nancy told me about guys she’d known who died in “the war”—I wasn’t sure which one—a classmate, her cousin’s fiancé, a boy who took her to a movie. I steered the wheelchair around the nose of a vacuum, then around good old Marlene, who at ninety-four years old insisted on using her walker to get herself to dinner three inches at a time. Did age grind down every tragedy to a story so short you could tell it on the trip between a mechanized bed and a plate of diced steak? If so, was that good or bad?

			Nancy was patting my hand. “Georgie. Stop.”

			I stopped. Rita was approaching.

			“Georgie got terrible news,” Nancy told her. “Her friend died in Iraq.”

			“Not really my—” I started, at the same moment that Rita said, “Is that so?”

			Rita had a pixie cut and chandelier earrings that swayed while she stared at me. No one messed with her. Just the week before, she’d told Edward’s son he was being selfish for promising his father he’d bring him home. Then, softening, she told him she knew it was hard, and patted his back while he sobbed into his hands. I wanted to be like her—so sure of how she responded to a situation that it was bound to turn out right.

			“Show her the article,” Nancy ordered me.

			I held out the paper. Rita looked without touching, like she was at a museum. She asked, “Do you need to go home?”

			“I’m fine,” I said.

			“If you need to leave, you should leave.” She nudged me aside. “I’ll take it from here,” she said. Over her shoulder she added, “I’m sorry about your friend.” At least I thought those were her words, because she was walking away from me, and the vacuum was coming closer.

			

			• • •

			FOR A WHILE I SAT in the Taurus with the door open and one foot on the patched-up asphalt. In front of me was a maple whose yellow leaves glowed in the sunlight. The bright weather felt tacky, like a floral dress at a funeral. Somehow I knew it wasn’t a boom, not if you were right close to it. I imagined it more like a snap, a ripping of air, and that was the last you knew of it, if you were lucky. And if you weren’t lucky—oh, God. Oh, Jesus.

			They still weren’t prayers.

			I tried Tara’s cell, hung up when I got her voicemail. She was probably with her parents, but even with this news I couldn’t bring myself to call them. They knew about Tara but not about us, and it remained my position that we should keep things quiet a little while longer. “It’s only been a few months,” I told her, whenever she asked how much longer I was going to say a little while longer.

			“You don’t believe this is wrong, do you?” Tara had asked me, a note of challenge in her voice. “Of course not,” I said. When we first got together, I’d wondered if some feeling of shame or guilt would creep in, but it never did.

			So it wasn’t dating a girl that gave me pause, it was the girl I was dating. Most of the time, there was no problem. But periodically she would ask me a question like, “What do you think you really owe another human being?” or “Do you think all suffering can lead someone closer to God?” Partly it was her asking me these questions that was ridiculous, but partly it was that she gave voice to them at all. Her questions were unanswerable, so what was the point in asking them?

			The last time I’d seen her, I’d found her going through things her parents had asked her to pick up from their house. Among them was an old journal. At first we’d laughed at her preoccupations with her grades and her carefully printed prayers for her future husband, but then she came across an entry in which she’d written, The absolute love of Jesus is all I want to know and share in this life. At this she went silent, clamped her lips between her teeth. Her chin wrinkled as she fought tears. After she won the struggle, she looked at me. “I don’t know how to graft that kind of faith onto my life now.”

			I patted her awkwardly. “You’re doing great.”

			“Am I?” She started gathering the items spread around us—cross-country trophies, projects in three-ring binders, a couple Beanie Babies—and returned them to the plastic box along with the journal. “I know you don’t like to talk about this stuff,” she said, pushing on the lid until it snapped into place.

			“It’s fine,” I said, and we both pretended to believe me.

			We didn’t talk for a few days after that, and then she’d called to see if I wanted to visit that weekend. I said okay, but in a way that made her ask, “Are you sure that works for you?”

			“I think so,” I said.

			She was silent.

			“Really,” I said. I added, weakly, “Rita might need a shift covered.”

			Tara said, a little icily, “Then why don’t you let me know what works for you.”

			Now it was Thursday, and I was calling only because her brother died. I was surprised she hadn’t called me herself with the news, but I couldn’t blame her, either.

			I’d promised myself I would never do this again—bail on someone exactly when they needed me. But it seemed like I already had.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			JO

			
				It started with an email from my sister. I’d spent the whole evening at my desk, working on a PoliSci paper on destabilization in Latin America. Now I felt like a toothpick had been hammered into my neck. Also, I had to pee. Girls from my hall were in the common room watching that night’s episode of America’s Next Top Model. One of them lifted her chin at me as I went by. I’d been invited to watch with them. But I no longer thought that a few communal hangouts at the beginning of the school year would make us all great friends. I didn’t have time for great friends anyway. I lifted my chin back without breaking stride.

			A cardstock sign taped to the bathroom door had an arrow that could be turned to point to one of four quadrants: Showering, Hair/Makeup, Peeing, POOP ALERT. The arrow had been on POOP ALERT since the first week of classes. I didn’t like going in with that sign on the door, but if I changed it people would know it was bothering me. In college certain things weren’t supposed to bother you, like poop jokes and a lack of parallel structure on a handmade bathroom sign.

			Back at my desk, I remembered that Georgie had emailed me a few hours ago, subject line empty. My sister was an unpredictable emailer. I’d get nothing for a week or two, then a string of jokey messages that read like tone in search of content. The body of this email said only maybe you already saw this on facebook, but if not then fyi. She’d pasted a long, blue hyperlink to the Portland Press Herald.

			I hadn’t seen “this” on Facebook. I used to log on daily to study my classmates’ clothing and party habits with clinical curiosity, but it was depressing to realize that I knew the names of dozens of girls who had no idea who I was. I didn’t use it much anymore, which made me more productive, if not actually happier.

			I clicked the link and waited for the page to load. Twenty seconds later, I was still waiting. It was possible my laptop had frozen again. I bought it before my sophomore year of college. I’d spent the summer at home, working at Betty’s. My earnings were supposed to go toward tuition, but I couldn’t resist buying myself this one thing. It was the cheapest model at Best Buy and it was on sale.

			Dad and Georgie went around saying I had a full ride. I couldn’t bear to correct them even though my scholarship covered only about a quarter of my costs. I’d applied for the Presidential Scholarship, which covered everything, but I’d been awarded the Maud T. Browning Scholarship, which covered a lot less and came with a required tea hour with Maud’s aging son, Edgar, twice a year.

			Honestly, though, I would’ve enrolled without a scholarship, maybe even if they’d charged me double. Peabody College! People I’d heard of had gone here, even if two of them were the wives of presidents. There was a January term where you did an independent project in a small group or one-on-one with a professor. There was an alumni club somewhere in New York City. The money would have to sort itself out.

			And it did, a little bit. I got a Pell and another small grant. I got a subsidized loan and some award money from my high school. I got a campus job. Still, I was on track to owe seventy-eight thousand dollars when I left Peabody with a BA in Comparative Studies. Though I could parrot a definition of Comparative Studies, I still didn’t get what it was. It was my major because I hadn’t been able to commit to anything else. English had too many novels. Political Science had too much politics. History had too many primary sources. And so on.

			I didn’t exactly regret coming to Peabody. It was just a lot of money to owe for a major so broad it was kind of about nothing. I told myself it could be worse. In one of the FAFSA information sessions I’d attended in high school, a guy asked, “Eighty-four thousand dollars, a hundred and three, what’s the difference?” When I told him the difference was nineteen thousand dollars, he said, “That’s literally not what I’m saying.” But it literally was.

			Each time I had tea with Edgar, he quizzed me on my major and career interests. “Wonderful, wonderful!” he exclaimed each time I admitted I wanted to be a writer. Then he’d ask, “And have you considered teaching?” I didn’t want to grade papers for the next five decades. To satisfy him, I would say, “A little.” It was the same conversation every year. Whenever I reminded him that I was from Maine, he described the gables on his house in Bar Harbor. “It’s a wonderful state, wonderful,” he’d say. “What a lucky place for you to grow up.”

			But people who loved Maine that much were first of all rich and, second, didn’t actually live in Maine, not year-round. I thought Maine was fine, but not that great. Most of its famous coast made me feel like I’d hit the ragged edge of a torn page. There should be more here, I’d think, but there wasn’t, just sun-shriveled seaweed clotting fractured boulders. The Atlantic was blackish on cloudy days and murky green on bright ones. Winter was slick with snow, spring was slick with mud, and summer was slick with humidity.

			Fall was nice, though.

			I lifted my laptop to cool my thighs. I didn’t have a computer my first year at Peabody because, as brochures and tour guides and admissions officers all assured me, I didn’t need one. Besides the library computers, I’d have access to the lab in Jarrett, which was open twenty-four hours a day. Freshman year I practically lived in Jarrett’s windowless lab, where I sat on an expensive office chair whose armrests had ten settings, none of which I found comfortable. Jarrett was stifling when it was cold out and freezing when it was hot. The lab had a strict no-food policy, but drinks in covered containers were allowed, so I sipped chocolate milk spiked with instant coffee to keep me going on long days. Meanwhile, everywhere else on campus, girls were peeling open sleek laptops, using squares of satin to wipe invisible dust off glossy screens.

			I didn’t actually think my low-end laptop would put me on equal footing with my classmates. Within hours of arriving on campus, I realized that most of my Peabody “peers” weren’t peers at all, and not only because I was sixteen for the first full month of college. These girls took summer trips to Europe, had endless conversations about who’d gone to which prep school. When I looked up some of those schools, I realized how many of them had basically gone to college already. Their high schools had gorgeously landscaped campuses, glassy labs and fitness centers, teachers with PhDs. No wonder these girls applied terms like dialectic and teleology as confidently as the tinted glosses they smoothed onto their lips.

			I knew more or less what those words meant, but I couldn’t bring myself to use them for the same reason I didn’t wear tinted gloss. I was sure the shade would be wrong in a way that was obvious to everyone but me.

			At first I’d hoped four years would be enough time to gain the self-confidence of a true Peabody Pea. But as I passed the halfway mark to graduation, I had to admit that I wasn’t changing fast enough. Now, as my junior year began, I was realizing that upon my graduation I was still going to be me, just with a degree and a pile of debt.

			Anyway, my laptop worked well for about four months. Now, besides getting hot enough to fry an egg, it had two keys coming loose and a battery that drained so fast I could practically hear the trickle. The week before, it had died during my fifty-minute Jane Austen lecture. After class, when I went to my famous journalist professor’s office hours, he had to move three stacks of books and a chair so I could access an outlet. Then we had to wait awkwardly for the machine to juice up, during which time the professor, who insisted we call him Seamus, asked me twice what my major was.

			

			• • •

			THE PAGE FINALLY LOADED. My eyes fell on the headline, then the picture of Gary. I startled like an animal. Now I was on my feet without knowing where I might go. On the wall in front of me was a framed poster print of a Winslow Homer seascape I got at a tag sale my first semester at Peabody. I liked Frida Kahlo’s strange and bloody double self-portrait best, but I didn’t know if I could stand to look at it for the next four years. And what if Georgie saw it? Would she get that, when I looked at it, I thought about us?

			The seascape was covered in a sheet of cheap plastic that reflected a fun-house version of myself. My neck was too long, my head too big. I looked too alone. And all Georgie had to offer was fyi. Fyi would be appropriate if I had planned a picnic and Georgie saw rain in the forecast. Fyi suggested I knew what to do with this information.

			Why did it seem that Georgie knew what to do with this information but wasn’t telling? She had always taken things in stride. Like the second time Mom left us. We were still living in Michigan, though Dad was starting to talk about following Pastor Mark, who’d moved to Maine that year. It had been a weird few months. We were in the middle of the country, halfway between Mom and Mark. Dad’s parents lived nearby, but they’d never forgiven Dad for marrying Mom and giving up his athletic scholarship to Ohio State, so we barely saw them. Mom’s first trip to LA was supposed to be a few weeks. Then she extended it to a few months. She’d phone us once or twice a week. She tended to forget about the time difference, though, and would call after our bedtime. Then she would remember about the time difference and say she couldn’t talk long because we needed to sleep.

			Mom had moved to LA to “explore” her writing. Dad said she needed to get it out of her system. I knew they were saying almost the same thing, but with important differences.

			When Mom came back to Michigan, it was, supposedly, to stay. And for a while it seemed she would. She took me and Georgie for ice creams, signed our permission slips, made rice pilaf from a box, stir-fried chicken strips with salt and pepper.

			But then, a few days after Christmas, Mom announced that she needed to go back to follow up on some contacts. She said she’d be gone a week, maybe two. As she packed, I followed her from room to room, but nimbly, because she hated it when I got underfoot. I thought I was playing it cool. Watching her refill a travel-size bottle of lotion, though, I started to lose it. I fought the feeling, knowing how Mom hated displays of emotion. I went to look for Georgie, found her in our shared room. She was sitting in bed with her Game Boy, an empty Freezer Pop sleeve hanging from her mouth like a wilted party favor.

			“Georgie,” I said.

			“One more level,” she mumbled.

			You could tell Georgie the world was ending and she’d say one more level.

			Moments later, the game emitted a sad little song. Georgie gave a resigned sigh, then looked at me. “What’s up?”

			“I don’t want her to leave again,” I managed.

			Georgie scooted over, patted her unmade bed. We sat there for a minute, shoulders touching. She knocked my knee lightly with hers. I knocked hers back with mine. This had become our way of saying hi without saying anything. Just sitting next to her, I absorbed a bit of her calm.

			“It sucks,” she concluded, as if we’d had a conversation.

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“I guess I think…” she started. She looked into the middle distance of our small room, shook her head. “Never mind. I don’t know.”

			I thought about pressing her, but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. As I leaned against her, watching her avatar leap to collect coins, I told myself she would be enough for me.

			

			• • •

			FOR A LONG TIME I didn’t sleep; then I was waking up. Sunlight punctured the tree branches outside my dorm room window. When I remembered the news, time tightened around me, like Gary was about to knock on the door.

			But he wasn’t here. He wasn’t anywhere.

			Part of me had spent the last few years hoping I would never see or talk to him again. But another part of me had been working up to some sort of encounter. Not a confrontation, exactly, but a chance for me to show him that I was fine, better than fine, that I was great. I wanted to simultaneously impress and ignore him. I wanted to be so upbeat about my bright future, and so politely interested in his dull one, that he couldn’t help feeling small and irrelevant.

			I dumped a packet of instant oatmeal into a bowl, shook powdered coffee into a mug, started my electric kettle. The kettle I kept on my desk, but the rest of the food stash was under the bed. A printed tablecloth hung over my discount pantry. I didn’t want anyone to know that I ate sixteen meals a week at this desk. That I was on the five-meals-a-week plan not because I could comfortably afford those meals but because I craved complicated dishes someone else prepared. And because I was tired of eating alone.

			I had two new emails: the college’s morning newsletter (Good Morning, Peas! 9/27/2007 Events & More!) and a message from Seamus (reading for today). The next one down was Georgie’s. I hadn’t replied yet. I had nothing to say.

			Seamus’s email, sent to the whole class, said, change of plans—read the NYer ice cream truck mafia piece instead of the McPhee. thanks, s.

			This was the second time Seamus had made a last-minute change to the reading. He
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