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DEDICATION

                       FOR AMANDA 
AND MOM AND DAD








EPIGRAPH

“Just the place to bury a crock of gold,” said Sebastian. “I should like to bury something precious in every place where I’ve been happy and then, when I was old and ugly and miserable, I could come back and dig it up and remember.”

—Brideshead Revisited

 Evelyn Waugh








You have been here before.

The highway winding north through dark New England forests. White dunes towering above the sides of the road, looking like the moon.

You can come back. Even after you hurt each other too deeply to comprehend. Even after the impossible becomes just that. Too far out of reach even to dream.

Love remembers the places where it touched down, left an invisible trail on your bodies. Follow it back. You can follow it back to them.








PART 1








JEREMY

The first day of my sophomore year of high school I somehow lost the ability to tie a tie. It was one of the same ties that I had worn every day since eighth grade, when the male population of St. Francis Prep got switched over from clip-ons, but on this morning it felt like an unfamiliar object in my hands.

“Jeremy?” my dad called up from downstairs. The clock on my nightstand said 7:49. I was going to be late.

Dad came up the stairs and stuck his head in the open door of my room.

“You want a coffee thermos to go?” he asked. “Dave’s got a fresh pot downstairs.”

“No, thanks.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

“You okay?”

“I can’t get this,” I said.

He looked at the disheveled knot hanging below my collar. 

“Want some help?”

I nodded. He came over to me, undid the knot that I had made, and retied it. I watched his face while he concentrated. His lips moved a little, as if he were trying to remember something.

“Thanks,” I said. 

“No problem,” he said. He finished and stepped back, examining his work. “Very dapper.” 

“It’s the same uniform I’ve always worn.”

“It’s a dapper uniform.”

He lingered for a moment, and I turned away from him with the excuse of putting something in my backpack. I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want him to say anything about this morning.

I was saved by the cat slinking in the door and weaving her huge, fluffy white body between our legs.

“Dolly Parton the Cat is here to send you off,” Dad said. He always insisted on calling her “Dolly Parton the Cat,” as if someone might mistake her for the real Dolly Parton.

“Thank you, Dolly Parton the Cat,” he said. “Won’t you sing Jeremy a song for his first day of tenth grade?”

Dad went down the hall singing, “And eyeeeeeyeeeeee . . . will always love meeeew . . .”

I sat down on my bed with my backpack at my feet. Dolly Parton the Cat jumped up next to me and pushed her head under my hand, demanding that I scratch her ears.

“Time to go back,” I said.

Fifteen minutes later Dad stopped his car at the bottom of the small hill that led up to the main building of St. Francis. St. Francis, caretaker of creatures great and small, probably didn’t have a midlevel prep school in mind when he stood with his arms outstretched to the hungry birds of the forest. But here in Mountain View, New Jersey, this was his legacy.

“You want me to go in with you?” Dad asked, watching the crowd congregating on the front lawn before the first bell, the girls in their uniforms of blue polo shirts with blue and green kilts, the boys all in khakis, blue button-downs, and blue and green ties like me.

“No,” I said. “I’ll be okay.”

“You’ll go right to Peter’s office?”

“Yes.” I pulled my backpack up from where I had wedged it between my feet.

“Okay,” Dad said. “See you tonight. I’ll be home from work by six.”

I got out of the car, shut the door, and turned back to look at him. He gave me a thumbs-up and drove off. I stood at the bottom of the hill for a moment, then took a deep breath and made my way up to the building, through the front doors, and down the familiar hallway to Peter’s office.

He was sitting at his desk doing something on his computer when I came in. He looked up and smiled when he saw me.

“Welcome back, Jeremy,” he said.








MIRA

First days of school were not designed to be easy, and this one was no exception. Mira had thought that it might help to have Sebby here with her on this morning, but as soon as he met her on the bench at the bottom of the small hill that led up to the main building of St. Francis, she knew that it had been a mistake to invite him. He was a reminder of her other life, her real life, and that had no place here.

It was an unseasonably warm day for September, and the wool of her school uniform kilt was lying hot and itchy on her legs. The tights that she was wearing underneath to keep her thighs from rubbing together when she started to sweat were not helping the situation. This was weather that seemed to be stuck in someone’s vision of an idealized childhood summer. Blue sky, sparkling sun, eighty-two degrees. A day for ice cream and Slip’N Slides, for falling asleep in the grass with a Popsicle melting in your hand.

“Shouldn’t this place have a big iron gate or something, to keep out the riffraff?” Sebby said. He was lying with his head in her lap, playing with the pleats of her kilt.

“I think we’re the riffraff,” she said.

“Exactly.”

If she could have picked her own outfit for this day, it might have made things easier. Possibly the silk muumuu with puffed sleeves, red with a white bamboo pattern, paired with a neon yellow belt and green slip-on sneakers. Pink lipstick, silver painted nails. Then she would have at least felt protected in the armor of one of her aesthetic visions: “shuffleboard grandma goes glam.” Or possibly the brown A-line button-down chiffon that tied in a bow at the neck with a lacy cardigan, “librarian chic,” to commemorate her return to academia. But the uniform was meant to erase all individuality, guarding against anything that could be deemed “inappropriate attire for those representing the institution of St. Francis,” as explained by the student handbook. So she had done what she could. Silver nails, but no lipstick. Out of context she found that bright pink lipstick lost its sense of irony. She tied her hair into a messy bun on the top of her head with a ribbon that hung down the back of her neck, bright green against her brown skin. Her curls stuck out of the ribbon at odd angles, on the verge of escape, betraying her inner desire to run away from this place as fast as she could.

At her old school she could wear whatever she wanted. But that was public school. Mountain View, or MouVi, as the kids called it (or at least the kids who liked it enough to enjoy giving it a cute nickname), was the regional public school where Mira had spent the past ten years. But MouVi was not prepared to handle Mira’s “special needs.” They had made that very clear. And after nine months of absence, St. F was the compromise.

“Look at these assholes,” Sebby said, surveying the students making their way up the hill. 

“Just consider them easy marks,” Mira said. “More fun for you.”

“An easy mark is never fun,” he said, sitting up. “No challenge to it. How am I ever going to improve myself?”

“You could try going to school. I hear it’s all the rage.”

“I go to school. How dare you.”

“Then how come you’re here with me right now?”

“I like to keep them guessing when it comes to my actual attendance. Anyway, you know school’s not really my thing.”

“Yeah, well I don’t think it’s my thing either.”

“But you have such potential.”

She rolled her eyes.

“You’ll never get anywhere in life with that bad attitude,” he said.

“Oh, god, I don’t know if I can do this.”

He grabbed her hand and looked into her eyes. “You can do . . .” he said, with a dramatic pause, “whatever you set your mind to.” Then he started laughing maniacally.

“Okay, thank you.”

“Wait, I’m not done. You can achieve . . . all of your dreams.”

“No, you’re done.”

She stood up, pulling her worn thrift-store army bag onto her shoulder. It was the same one that she had used at her old school, the patches and buttons that used to cover it now removed.

No slogans, logos, or images allowed on any attire or accessories, declared the St. Francis handbook. Erase all evidence of your individual personality, please. Turn yourself over to the land of the soulless drones, if you wouldn’t mind.

“How about I reach for getting through this day without having a nervous breakdown?” she said.

“It’s a start, I suppose.” He stood up and kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t pretend that you’re not destined for greatness, my love.”

Mira was impressed with herself that she managed to stay away from the nurse’s office for the entire morning. She got through her classes by sitting quietly in back-row desks. It was easy enough to go unnoticed amid the excitement of first-day reunions of returning students comparing new hairstyles, new shoes, new mannerisms picked up over the summer.

But lunch was a different story. It inherently demanded interaction. The cafeteria was made up of twenty large, round tables set up to divide the student population into a self-mandated hierarchy based on a complicated algorithm of shared history, shared interests, and shared status. And so Mira found herself holding her damp lunch tray piled with food that definitely did not fit the rigorous requirements of her mother’s elaborate dietary-restriction plan, looking out over the sun-filled second-floor cafeteria and attempting to stave off a slowly rising panic. The antisuicide windows were cracked open to the warm air, younger students gazing down longingly at the juniors and seniors who enjoyed “outdoor privileges” during their free periods. Like prison, you earned it through years of good behavior.

An unlikely rescuer appeared at Mira’s side in the form of her neighbor, Molly Stern.

“Miranda! Oh my god!” Molly gave her a kind of half hug in an attempt to not topple the lunch trays they were both holding.

“Hi. Hey, Molly,” Mira said.

“My mom said she thought she heard that you were coming to St. F this year, but she wasn’t sure and I didn’t want to get my hopes up if it wasn’t, like, totally for sure happening.”

“Well, I’m here,” Mira said. “It’s happening.”

Molly lived down the street from Mira in a house that was enormous even by the standards of their McMansion-loving neighborhood. They had played together as kids, sometime afternoons of lemonade stands and sidewalk chalk. Even then Molly had had an air of desperation about her. She had three older brothers who were infamous for launching street-hockey balls into people’s windows. Something in Molly’s face had always revealed a suspicion that fate had unfairly tricked her into life without a sister, and she would never quite forgive it. 

They’d lost track of each other when Molly started at St. Francis and Mira followed her older sister to Mountain View Elementary. Mira caught glimpses of Molly on their street every once in a while over the years, but this was the first good look at her she was getting since puberty had hit. Her nose was still too big, her face had not grown to fit it, but to compensate she had cultivated a huge mane of hair to try to balance things out. A few diamonds on a pendant hung from her neck in a style that was popular with a lot of the St. Francis girls.

“You have got to come sit with us,” Molly insisted, grabbing Mira’s arm and leading her to a table whose occupants were deeply engrossed in the passing around of an issue of Cosmo.

“Ladies,” Molly said when they arrived at the table, sitting down in two conveniently empty chairs, “this is Miranda. We’ve known each other since forever.”

“It’s actually just Mira now.”

“What?”

“I just go by Mira. No one calls me Miranda anymore.”

“But on our street we always did,” Molly said. “Molly and Miranda’s Lemonade Stand. Remember? Oh my god, we were so cute. We live on the same street,” Molly informed the table.

“Well, it’s just Mira now,” Mira said again.

“Oh, well, I love nicknames. I wish I could have one, but my name is already so short. Just Molly! That’s all anyone’s ever called me.”

Sarah, the blond and perfectly coiffed unofficial leader of this particular lunch table, snickered and whispered a mocking “Just Molly!” to her number two, Anna, an Indian girl with a tight ponytail and a permanent smirk. 

The girl sitting on Mira’s other side stuck out a formal hand to shake.

“I’m Rose,” she said.

She had a dyed black pixie cut and severe glasses with large black rectangular frames.

“Hey.” Mira shook her hand.

“How’s your first day going?” Rose asked.

“It’s okay,” Mira said. “I just had English with Mr. Sprenger.”

“Everyone calls him Peter,” Rose said.

“Oh my god, you are so lucky that you have Peter,” Molly said. “He is the absolute hottest.”

“He’s also a good teacher,” Rose said.

“Yeah, I guess,” Molly said. “I’m, like, ‘What did you say, Peter? I was too busy staring at your face.’” She looked around the table for confirmation. “Right?”

But Sarah had other topics on her mind.

“So you’re a freshman?” Sarah asked Mira.

“Sort of,” Mira said. “I didn’t finish last year at Mountain View, so I need to retake a bunch of stuff. They let me into sophomore English and history, but I’m stuck with freshman classes for everything else.”

“She’s so not a freshman, though,” Molly said. “She’s older than me. You should be, like, a junior.”

“I’m sixteen,” Mira said, worried from the emphatic nature of Molly’s tone that they might think she was in her thirties.

“Wow,” Sarah said. “Mountain View, huh? Did you get a scholarship to come here?”

Molly jumped in before Mira could respond. “I can’t believe it’s been so long since I’ve seen you,” she said. “We used to do all kinds of crazy stuff on our street when we were little. Didn’t we?”

Molly had a terrible habit of ending almost everything she said with a question, as if she couldn’t be sure about things until she had taken a poll of everyone in the room to find out what they thought.

“Lots of lemonade stands,” Mira said.

“So what happened?” Sarah asked.

“To the lemonade stands? I don’t know. Winter?”

“No, at Mountain View,” Sarah said. “Molly said you were having a lot of problems.”

Molly started tearing nervously at a bag of chips.

“Honestly, Sarah, I didn’t say that.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought I heard you say those exact words right before you went over to ask her to sit with us.” Sarah looked at Anna in mock confusion. “I guess I misunderstood.”

Anna snickered.

“I was sick,” Mira said.

“Like, in the hospital?” Sarah said.

This was more than Molly could take.

“Sarah, you are being really rude. It’s Miranda’s first day.”

“So I’m not allowed to ask her questions? I’m just making conversation.”

Mira stood up.

“I gotta go get something else to eat,” she said, picking up her tray. “This grilled cheese is like plastic.”

“Oh,” Molly said, sounding disappointed. The initiation into the group had evidently not gone quite as planned.

“Well, hope you’re feeling better, Mira,” Sarah said in a sugar-sweet voice that could be heard two tables over. “And not still feeling sick.” She said the word sick like it was some kind of hilarious euphemism.

“Thanks,” Mira said.

She made her way to the trash can and dumped the rest of her lunch in it, piled the damp tray on top, and walked through the cafeteria doors.

Downstairs she headed down the hall to the nurse’s office. She turned over her permanent doctor’s note to the nurse, gave in to the sagging comfort of the standard-issue cot, and tried not to cry. 








JEREMY

No one talked to me on that first day back except for Peter. Not that I gave them an opportunity. Head down, I counted the minutes to the end of each period, knowing I just needed to be able to say that I made it through the day.

When I got home after school, the front door was unlocked and I let myself in. 

“Dave?” I pushed my shoes off my feet and set them in their place on the carefully curated shoe shelf by the front door.

“I’m in the kitchen,” Dave called back.

I dropped my backpack at the bottom of the stairs and followed the smell of bread baking into the kitchen. Dave was laying out cookies on a baking sheet.

“Hi,” I said. I sat down on a stool across from him. “You’re home early.”

He shrugged. “Work was slow,” he said.

“You’re not here to check on me?”

“I’m here,” he said, uncovering a fresh loaf of bread from the bread box on the counter, “to make you a snack.” He cut off a large slab of soft bread and spread fresh peach preserves on top. Preserve making was a new hobby of his. Half of the basement was currently filled with colorful jars that he couldn’t give away fast enough. Dad said he should start a stand on the side of the road if he was going to keep this up.

Dave handed me the bread on a plate.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Cookies will be ready in ten minutes,” he said.

“Cookies and bread?”

“Don’t tell your dad. He already thinks I’m trying to fatten us all up.”

“And you’re not?”

Dave smiled. “Eat your snack.”

I took a bite. It was still warm.

“You’re not going to make me talk about my day?” I asked, mouth still full.

He picked up the baking sheet and bent down to put the cookies in the oven.

“Do you want to talk about your day?” he asked, closing the oven door and setting the timer.

“No,” I said.

“Okay, then.”

He cut himself a slice of bread, spread on preserves, and we sat and ate in silence.








MIRA

It was only after the school nurse gently suggested that Mira might “like to try going back to class” that she reluctantly abandoned her post on the cot and managed to finish up her first day. Four more periods before she was able to get on the bus, claim a seat by the window, and stare out at this route that she would be following from now on, twice a day, five days a week. She counted the blocks home as they passed by the window. Nothing had ever seemed so far away.

The bus let her off at the bottom of her driveway, its double doors shushing shut behind her.

Their house was the one holdover on the street from an age before people in the neighborhood started building faux mansions that went up to the edge of their property lines, elaborate chandeliers displayed prominently in soaring front-hall windows. Mira’s family’s house looked like a refugee from 1920s Savannah, with a decorative wicker rocking chair on a wraparound porch. Her mother thought this gave it charm. Mira thought it looked lonely. Like it had outlived its friends.

She took a deep breath in an attempt to cleanse herself of this day and tried to think of something positive to report to her mother. Her mother was into positivity. It had never been Mira’s strong point. She would not mention the nurse’s office. Let her mom believe that she had made it through the day upright.

Mira made her way up the front steps. There was no avoiding it. She lived here. She would have to go in sometime.

“Mira? Is that you?” her mom called when the front door banged shut behind her.

“Yeah.”

Mira made her way back to the computer alcove by the kitchen, where her mom could usually be found these days. Fourteen months ago the law firm she had worked at for the past decade decided to let her go rather than make her partner. Unfortunately this was the same firm Mira’s father worked at. And he was a partner. After she was let go, Mira’s mother sued the firm for gender discrimination, and since then the topic of work, a thing her parents had always shared, as if the firm had been a third party in their marriage, was avoided at all costs. 

Today her mom had on sweatpants and a T-shirt declaring that she had completed some 5K run, as if to prove that she had once been a person who spent all her time doing 5K runs and not growing pale in pajamas in front of a computer screen. Her frizzy hair was pulled back into a high ponytail that created a cascading pouf on the back of her head. She called this her “Jew fro.”

There was a framed picture of Mira’s parents on the mantel in the living room, taken during their days together at Columbia law school, both of them making goofy faces, her very white mom’s hair teased out to match the retro-looking Afro her dad had sported back then. Mira loved that picture of them.

“Let me see you,” her mother said.

Mira pulled a chair up to the computer alcove and presented herself for inspection.

“So?” her mom said. “Tell me everything.”

“It was fine.”

“Just fine?”

Mira sighed. She didn’t have the energy to live through this day and talk about it too.

“I’m tired,” she said.

“Tired tired? Or just tired?”

“Tired tired.” It was their code. It seemed better than other words they could use, loaded with the baggage of diagnosis. As if all she needed was a really good nap to finally feel better.

“Scale of one to ten,” her mother said.

“Eleven,” she said.

Her mom was looking at her as if she was trying to remember which encouraging piece of positive-speak she hadn’t used in a while.

“What?” Mira said.

“Eleven means we need to go see Kelly.”

“No, Mom, please. I’m following the diet. She’s just going to make me choke down those awful horse vitamins.”

Kelly was the holistic nutritionist her mother had started taking Mira to when she had asked to go off her medication last spring. The pills had been making her feel jumpy and constrained, like her head was trying to hold her brain in place and somehow failing. Kelly had been the compromise.

“It’s Kelly or Dr. Hellman. Your pick.” Horse vitamins or jumpy drugs. 

“Just give me a chance to get used to this place, okay? Did you think it would be filled with some kind of special air or something that would immediately make me all better?”

“I just want to know that you’re giving it a chance.” 

“I am giving it a chance. I went to all my classes except gym.”

“Mira . . .”

“Mom . . .” She tried matching her mother’s tone in an attempt to turn this into a playful conversation instead of yet another panicked planning session about “what we should try next.”

Her mother sighed. “I just want to make sure we’re doing everything we can.”

“First days are hard. Just give me some time.”

“Okay. I get it. But we have a standing appointment with Kelly next week and we are not missing it, okay?”

“Yes. Sure.”

“And you need to stick with the elimination diet until then. Or else we’re just wasting her time and ours.”

“Of course, Mom.”

“What did you eat today?”

“I don’t know. Nothing, I wasn’t hungry.”

Her mother shook her head and turned toward the computer. “No, absolutely not acceptable. Your blood sugar, Mira. It’s like we did all of that glycemic index work for nothing. I’m making you lunch tomorrow.” She was clicking through pages of recipes on her favorite all-allergy-free-cooking website. “Look. Vegan, gluten-free quiche.”

“What exactly makes it quiche?”

“Well, the shape, I guess. It’s quiche shaped.”

“Sounds great.”

“Your sarcasm is not appreciated.”

“Sounds gross.”

“Thank you. Honesty.”

“You don’t want honesty. I was honest with you that I’m tired and you totally overreacted.”

“All right. Let’s start over, okay?”

“Okay.”

“So, did you make any new friends today?”

“You don’t just ‘make friends’ on the first day of school.” 

“But did anyone seem nice? Did you see Molly Stern?”

“Oh yeah. I saw Molly Stern, all right.”

“And?”

“I mean, she’s Molly Stern, what do you want me to say? She’s like if a chipmunk became a human girl.” 

“Are you sure you’re not just being a snob?”

“A snob? When am I ever a snob?”

“Molly may not be that cool, or whatever,” her mom said. Mira automatically rolled her eyes. “But she’s a nice girl and she might be able to help you get adjusted.”

“So I should use her to get ‘adjusted’ and then drop her when I find ‘cool’ friends?”

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

“That’s what you said.”

“If you are half this difficult with the people you meet, it’s remarkable to me that you have any friends at all.”

“I don’t. Remember?” Mira stood up. “Sebby didn’t come by, did he?”

“No,” her mom said. “But no visitors until you finish your homework.”

Mira grunted.

“I assume you have homework?”

“Tons.” 

“Mira . . .”

“What?”

“You’re going to give this place a chance, right?”

“Yes. I am. I promise.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

Mira hoisted her school bag with exaggerated effort. 

“I’ll take a thirty-minute nap, then do my homework, then make lots of new friends, okay?”

“Set your alarm,” her mom called after her as she made her way up the stairs to her room. “Your father said he’ll be home for dinner. He wants to hear all about your day.”

Mira woke up an hour after her alarm went off, dreading the impending dinnertime recap of her day for her dad, and called Sebby. Contacting him wasn’t always easy, since his cheap cell phone had usually run out of minutes, which just meant that he hadn’t gotten around to pocketing another prepaid phone card. The best way to reach him was unfortunately to call his house.

The phone was picked up on the first ring. 

“O’Connor residence. Stephanie speaking.”

Mira breathed a sigh of relief that it wasn’t Sebby’s foster mom, a woman who thought it was sinfully rude to hand over the phone to anyone before inquiring for at least ten minutes about the health and well-being of every member of the caller’s family.

“Hey, Stephanie. It’s Mira. Is he home?”

“I don’t know, Mira, what’s it worth to you? Ow!”

The unmistakable sounds of older-sibling aggression were accompanied by a declaration of “Give me the phone, maggot child!” then pouting shouts of “I’m telling!” and finally Sebby’s voice on the other end.

“Sorry, babes, this place is crawling with maggot children.”

“That is gross, Sebby.”

“It’s the truth. They leave little trails of slime behind them. Hold on.”

There was the sound of children screaming and a baby crying in the background. Then it was quiet.

“I am literally in the closet,” he said.

“What’s going on over there?”

“Big Momma is the last person in the world to still have a phone with a cord. It only reaches to the pantry.” Big Momma was what Sebby called his foster mom, which he thought was hilarious since Tilly O’Connor was so thin she had to buy her belts in the children’s section.

“No, I mean what’s going on with the screaming?”

“New shipment. Twins.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. It’s insanity over here.”

Tilly was a full-time foster parent, taking in those in need through a referral service at her church. At least twenty children had gone through her care since her husband had died in a construction accident nine years ago. Her current household had three other kids, two boys and Stephanie, all younger than Sebby.

“Wow. Twins. Jackpot for Tilly.”

“And listen to this. She’s moving Stephanie into my room with me because she needs space for the two cribs.”

“Oh no.”

“Yup. Me and little Steph are getting real close over here.”

“Is Tilly allowed to do that?”

“The state says it’s fine as long as we have our own beds. Believe me, I checked to see if I could make an anonymous report.”

“Maybe she thinks you’ll be a good influence.”

“Maybe I should tell her that I’m a godless homo and get myself kicked out of here.”

“Don’t joke, Sebby.” 

“No, do not joke about being a godless homo when stuck in the religious lady’s pantry. It’s just too ironic to be amusing.”

“And here I was calling to complain about my day.”

“Yeah? How was it?”

“Awful.”

“Anything in particular?”

“You know, mild panic attack in the nurse’s office.”

“Oh, that’s all.”

“That’s all.”

The screaming returned, with a loud cry of “He’s in here! He’s hiding in the closet so he doesn’t get in trouble!”

Sebby sighed. “See? Not even funny.”

“It’s a little funny,” Mira said.

“I better go. I need to make an appointment to have some earplugs permanently implanted.”

“Talk to you tomorrow.”

“Bye, babes.”

“Bye, Sebs.”

Mira hung up the phone and lay back on her bed. She looked up at the wall above her. A set of stretched nylon wings hung from a hook, like a trophy from a successful fairy-hunting mission.

She made a wish on the wings that everything would be okay. For both of them.








JEREMY

Two weeks into the school year Peter decided that he wasn’t going to let me get away with never talking to anyone.

I had been spending my lunch periods in his office, balancing the contents of whatever food Dave had packed for me on my sketchbook while I pored over an art book from the library. It was the best part of my day. The only interruption was the occasional student looking for Peter’s attention with the excuse of talking about a paper or an extra-credit project.

Peter was the most adored teacher at St. Francis, at least ten years younger than any of the others and the only one who had his students call him by his first name. A long face and dusty-brown hair topped a body that moved with a kind of loping confidence through the halls, upright enough to inspire authority but casual. Accessible.

If I was sitting alone in Peter’s office when another student came in, they would eye me jealously, wondering why I thought I could be so familiar with his space. Then they would remember, and a look of discomfort or pity would move across their face like a cloud, and I would turn back to my sketchbook and let them leave.

On this day I headed to his office as soon as the bell rang for lunch. His door was open as usual, and I dropped my things on the floor and made myself comfortable, pulling a cookie that Dave had packed up for me that morning out of my pocket and eating it, crumbs spilling onto the book of Impressionist paintings that the library had just gotten in.

“Jeremy, my man.” Peter came in behind me, tossing his lunch bag on the desk. “How goes it?”

“Fine,” I said, attempting to gather up the cookie crumbs.

“Mind if I join you?” he said, sitting down on the other side of the desk.

“It’s your office,” I said.

“I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to show you something.” He grabbed a piece of paper off the shelf behind him and held it up in front of my face.

“New club registration,” I read.

“They’re looking to fill out the after-school club roster, and I thought that you might be interested in starting an art club.”

“Me?”

He laid the piece of paper down on top of my open book.

“Maybe something for the students who want more time in the studio than they get in class.”

It was true that the actual studio art class was mostly useless. An artistically frustrated former painter had been drafted into teaching the same perspective drawing lessons and color-wheel combinations over and over. I would try to finish up any assignments as quickly as I could so I could get back to the sketching that I had been doing all day anyway.

“You think the school would let us have extra studio time?”

“If it was for a club, I’m sure they would.”

I picked up the paper and examined it. Half of it was lines for signatures and email addresses to list other students who might be interested in joining.

“And you want me to start it?”

“Just get any ten student signatures and you’ve got yourself a club. I’ll be your adviser.”

I could feel my hands start to sweat as I stared at those lines. Ten people. I hadn’t talked to ten people in the past week.

“It would be great for your college application too,” Peter said. “Starting a club shows a lot of initiative.” He dumped out the contents of his lunch bag and started unwrapping a tuna-fish sandwich.

“But I don’t have a lot of initiative,” I said.

“Listen, I know you would love to get more time in the studio, and if it means taking on a small leadership role to get it, then that’s the price of admission.”

“You’re just trying to get me to talk to people, aren’t you?”

He smiled and took a bite of his sandwich, sat back in his chair, and looked at me while he chewed.

“I’m being set up,” I said.

“Just get ten signatures and we’ll go from there,” he said. “I promise it won’t hurt.”

“Easy for you to say,” I said, shoving the paper into the back of my sketchbook.

“It wasn’t easy for me to say, I have a mouth full of tuna fish.”

I did have friends before everything that happened. Or at least I had people I talked to. There was Simon, the sci-fi obsessive and chess player from middle school, who moved away after eighth grade. And Ahmed, newly made captain of the math team, who now hung out exclusively with the other math team members. But that was all before last spring. And now I couldn’t even think of ten people who would sign a stupid piece of paper for me.

I sat in Peter’s English class that day staring at the sign-up sheet, compulsively pulling it halfway out from the spot in my sketchbook where I had stashed it, then pushing it back.

Peter’s class was mostly sophomores like me, kids who had been indoctrinated into the cult of Peter the previous year and were now back for more. Almost everyone spoke up in class, wanting desperately to say something smart to impress him. The most aggravating of the Peter kiss-ups was a girl named Talia, who always got to class early to make sure she got the seat directly to his right at the large round table that Peter preferred for his classroom. She was tiny with a commanding voice and white-blond hair that she wore in a conservative braid down her back.

On this day Talia was lecturing us about the fact that you couldn’t read Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five, the book we had been assigned over the summer, without reading William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. Peter, who seemed perpetually amused by his students, was the only one paying attention to her.

“You can’t really understand Vonnegut without knowing the reference,” she was saying.

Talia and I were both St. Francis lifers. We tended to be an awkward species. Lifers started St. F in kindergarten at the lower school building, moving across town as we progressed to the middle school and finally high school. After ten years together in an institution this small, we all knew far too much about each other. A claustrophobia had set in somewhere around third grade that was proving to be difficult to shake.

So when someone new came into this world of preordained power structures, someone who looked like they might understand a certain kind of emptiness, you might notice her. Or I might. I noticed her.

“Mira.” She said her name on the first day of class when we went around the table to introduce ourselves. Her curly hair was tied up in a ribbon, her silver-painted fingernails tapped absently on the table.

I was so desperate not to look into familiar faces that I often found myself focusing on her. The back of her head in my history class in the morning. Her sitting across from me in Peter’s class in the afternoon, her curls making progress in their mission to escape order as the day went on. She was the only other person who was as quiet as I was. While I sat there drawing, she often not-so-subtly worked on homework for her other classes. An open algebra textbook in front of her was only half concealed by her English notebook.

I had seen her after school too, always running down the hill to meet a lanky boy in street clothes who waited for her on the bench every day. The afternoon sunlight would shine on his blond hair, giving him a backlit halo.

Now I was sketching in between sneaking glances at the sign-up sheet, each time I pushed it back into my sketchbook hoping that it would disappear forever. An image of myself sitting alone in the art studio flashed through my mind. Would they let me have a club for only one person?

Talia was still insisting that “it’s a direct literary inspiration,” when I looked up from my sketchbook and saw Mira looking at me, or at least at the space that I happened to be occupying. She didn’t seem to really be looking at anything. But then I was looking at her looking at me. It took a minute before her eyes registered our accidental crossing of planes of vision. I felt myself freeze in embarrassment. But then she smiled, tilted her head toward Talia, who was somehow still talking, and rolled her eyes. I laughed, more out of shock that she had noticed me than anything else, that someone would make a joke for my benefit. The girl next to me glared at my drawing and Mira’s blatantly open algebra textbook. Mira smiled and went back to her homework.

The final period of that day was interminable, because I had decided that I was going to ask Mira to sign the Art Club sheet.

My last class was in the first-floor biology lab, and it provided an excellent view of the parking lot where some of the seniors, who had the privilege of arranging their schedules, had managed to get themselves a study hall for their final period. Teachers in final-period study halls were notoriously willing to let students leave early, since it meant they could leave early too. A moment of truth, that none of us wanted to be stuck in that building anymore.

It was fifty minutes of fruit-fly lecturing before I could bolt out of the classroom, grab my jacket and backpack from my locker, and push my way through the throng of kids bottlenecking at the front door, out into the welcoming afternoon air. 

I stood there with the form in my hand, watching the groups of kids pouring out of the building behind me. I didn’t see her anywhere. The bench at the bottom of the hill was empty.

I looked down at that piece of paper. Why did I think she would sign it? Because she was new? She didn’t know any better? Did I think that she hadn’t gotten the message yet that I was
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