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No one ever gets over the first unfairness;
no one except Peter. He often met it, but he
always forgot it. I suppose that was the real
difference between him and all the rest.

—J. M. BARRIE


One

Waiting

Alice waited for Paul on the ferry dock. He’d left a crackly message on the answering machine saying he’d be coming in on the afternoon boat. That was like him. He couldn’t say the 1:20 or the 3:55. She’d spent too long staring at the ferry schedule, trying to divine his meaning.

With some amount of self-hatred, Alice had first walked out onto the dock for the 1:20, knowing he wouldn’t be on it. She’d looked only vaguely at the faces as they emerged from the boat, assuring herself she wasn’t expecting anything. She’d sat with her bare feet on the bench at the periphery, her book resting on her knees so she wouldn’t have to interact with anyone. I know you’re not going to be on it, so don’t think I think you are, she’d told the Paul who lived in her mind. Even there, under her presumed control, he was teasing and unpredictable.

For the 3:55, she put Vaseline on her lips and brushed her hair. The boat after that wasn’t until 6:10, and though Paul could miss the so-called afternoon ferry, he couldn’t call 6:10 the afternoon.

How often she did attempt to process his thoughts in her mind. She took his opinions too seriously, remembered them long after she suspected he’d forgotten them.

It was one thing, trying to think his thoughts when he was close by, his words offering clues, corrections, and confirmations by the hour. But three years of silence made for complex interpolations. It made it harder, and in another way it made it easier. She was freer with his thoughts. She made them her own, thought them to her liking.

He had missed two summers. She couldn’t imagine how he could do that. Without him, they had been shadow seasons. Feelings were felt thinly, there and then gone. Memories were not made. There was nothing new in sitting on this dock, on this or that wooden bench, watching for his boat to come. In some ways, she was always waiting for him.

She couldn’t picture his face when he was gone. Every summer he came back wearing his same face that she could not remember.

Absently, she saw the people on the dock who came, went, and waited. She waved to people she knew, mostly her parents’ friends. She felt the wind blow the pounding sun off her shoulders. She slowly dug her thumbnail along a plank of the seat, provoking a splinter but caking up mold and disintegration instead.

When it came to waiting, Riley always had something else to do. Paul was Riley’s best friend. Alice knew Riley missed him, too, but she said she didn’t like waiting. Alice didn’t like it. Nobody did. But Alice was a younger sister. She didn’t have the idea of not doing things because you didn’t like them.

She watched for the ferry, the way it started out as a little white triangle across the bay. When it wasn’t there, she could hardly imagine it. It was never coming. And then it appeared. It took shape quickly. It was always coming.

She stood. She couldn’t help it. She left her book on the bench with its paper cover fluttering open in the wind. Would this be him? Was he on there?

She let her hair out of its elastic. She stretched her tank top down over her hips. She wanted him to see all of her and also none of her. She wanted him to be dazzled by the bits and blinded to the whole. She wanted him to see her whole and not in pieces. She had hopes that were hard to satisfy.

Her legs bounced; her arms clutched her middle. She saw the approach of the middle-aged woman in a pink sarong who taught her mother’s yoga class.

“Who are you waiting for, Alice?”

Exposed as she was, the friendly question struck Alice as a cruelty.

“No one,” Alice lied awkwardly. The woman’s tanned face was as familiar to Alice as the wicker sofa on the screened porch, but that did not mean that Alice knew her name. She knew the lady’s poodle was named Albert and that her yoga class was heavy on the chanting. In a place like this, as a child you weren’t responsible for the names of grown-ups, though the grown-ups always knew yours. If you were a child, relationships here began asymmetrically, and there rarely came a specific opportunity for reevaluation. You bore the same age relationship to people here no matter how old you got.

The woman looked at Alice’s feet, which told the truth. If you were getting on the 3:55, you wore shoes.

Alice self-consciously straggled over to the freight area as though she had some purpose there. She didn’t lie easily, and doing it now conferred an unwanted intimacy. She preferred to save her lies for the people whose names she knew.

She couldn’t look at the boat. She sat back down on the bench, crossing her arms and her legs and bowing her head.

It was a small village on a small island with customs and rules all its own. “No keys, no wallet, no shoes” was the saying that expressed their summer way of life. There were no cars and—in the old days, at least—nobody locked their house. The single place of commerce was the Waterby market, mostly trading in candy and ice cream cones, where your name was your credit and they didn’t accept cash. Shoes meant you were coming, going, or playing tennis. Even at the yacht club. Even at parties. There was a community pride in having feet tough enough to withstand the splintering boardwalks. It’s not that you didn’t get splinters—you always did. You just shut up about it. Every kid knew that. At the end of each summer, the bottoms and sides of Alice’s feet were speckled black with old splinters. Eventually they disappeared; she was never quite sure where they went. “They are reabsorbed,” a knowledgeable seven-year-old named Sawyer Boyd told her once.

Everyone’s business came through this ferry dock, with rhythms and hierarchies unlike other places. You saw the people as they came and went and waited. You also saw their stuff piled on the dock until they loaded it onto their wagon and rolled it home. You knew what kind of toilet paper they bought. Alice still rated two-ply a luxury more subtle and telling than a person’s bag or shoes. You knew that the people with the Fairway bags and the paper products were getting off here in Waterby or in Saltaire. The people getting off in the town of Kismet always had beer.

Cars were conveyors of privacy. Without them, you lived a lot more of your life out in the open. Where you went, who you went with. Who you waited for at the ferry dock. Who you brushed your hair for. You were exposed here, but you were also safe.

The carlessness of the place had always appealed to certain utopian types, even shallow ones. “Get rid of cars and you get rid of global warming, oil wars in the Middle East, obesity, and most crime, too,” her father liked to say.

The ferry put an extra emphasis on coming and going. Adults went back and forth all the time, but there had been many summers when Alice and Riley had come and gone only once. They came with their pale skin, haircuts meant to last the summer, their tender feet, and their shyness. They left with brown, freckled, bitten skin; tangly hair; foot bottoms thick like tires; and familiarity verging on rudeness.

She remembered the hellos, and she remembered the good-byes even more. End-of-summer tradition dictated that whoever was last to leave the island saluted departing friends by jumping into the water as the good-bye ferry pulled away.

Now she heard the boat grinding up behind her. She loosened her arms and pressed her hands against the wood. She heard the slapping of the wake against the pilings as the boat came around. She untucked one leg and bounced her free heel on the plank in front of her.

Alice would have liked to do the arriving instead of the waiting. She would have rather done the leaving than the getting left, but that was never the way it happened. For some reason it was always Alice who waited and Alice who dove in.

[image: images]

The ferry was like a time capsule, in a way. A space capsule. It sent you and your fellow canvas-bag travelers through a wormhole, the same one every time.

Paul stood on the top deck in the wet wind as the monstrous coastal houses of Long Island’s south shore gave way to dark, briny water.

The thick feeling of the air began when you stepped onto the ferry. The stickiness over every surface. His hair blew around and he thought of Alice, fishing in her backpack for an elastic. He could picture her anchoring various things in her mouth as she braided her hair. He’d had short hair then, and though he admired her skill at braiding in wind—what boy wasn’t mystified by a braid?—he’d thought it was needless. Now his hair was long.

The first sighting was the Robert Moses obelisk, and second was the gangly lighthouse. Well, it wasn’t gangly really. In truth, this lighthouse set his standard for all others, and the others looked stout and dumpy by comparison. You loved what you knew. You couldn’t help it. He couldn’t, though he did try.

She would be there. If she was still Alice, she would be there. If Riley was still Riley, she would not be. He had called, so if Alice didn’t come, it would mean something. If she did come, it would mean something also. He wished he hadn’t called, in a way. The old staging unnerved him, but after all this time he couldn’t just sneak up on Alice.

He could imagine that she hadn’t checked the messages, but he knew Alice to be heartrendingly on top of the messages. As though she was always waiting for something good and something bad.

Now the sweeter, older, coast of the island emerged, coughed up by the bay in time for his arrival. He discerned the wide, curling arm of the dock. He saw the figures on it. He knew Riley would be the same. By the letters she wrote him, he could tell she would look and sound the same. But the idea of a twenty-one-year-old Alice scared him.

Would their parents be there? Could he contend with the whole bunch of them on such a narrow tatter of land stuck out here between the ocean and the bay?

Now the shapes of the houses grew and sharpened, and the faces on the dock turned toward the boat expectantly—a bunch of circles without features at first. He unstuck himself from the bench, stretched his legs. He felt the chill sweat of his fingers knitted around the handles of his duffel bag.

Without quite giving himself the go-ahead, he started scanning the faces. The older ones were most familiar. The tricky doubles player with the comb-over—what was his name? The guy with the crooked shoulders who tended to the fire trucks, the brown lady with the dog under her arm. The club pro, Don Rontano, with the starched polo shirt, collar upturned, who got on so well with the lonely ladies. The children were impossible to identify, and the bodies between old and young he feared to scrutinize. Would her hair have gotten as dark as that? Could her shape have changed into that?

No and no, obviously. At this distance, closing in at this speed, you knew a person by her posture, by certain unnameable qualities, and those weren’t and couldn’t be hers. Maybe she hadn’t come. Maybe she wasn’t even on the island. But what could make Alice not come?

There was one other figure—a girl, it seemed—half-curled on the bench, one foot tucked under her. But her back was to him, and unlike the others, she didn’t turn her face to the boat.

He scanned the small cluster again, resenting the spasmodic activity of his eyeballs. What if she were different now? What if he couldn’t keep his old idea of her?

As the ferry pulled around the hook of the dock, the sitting girl stood. Her hair blew around her face, obscuring it. Maybe that was the reason he continued to imagine her a stranger even after he got close enough to see.

For a few moments, both frantic and calm, he watched her carefully, feeling a tingle in the old, blocked-off passageways. He felt the neurons firing in the part of his brain responsible for present perception but also in the part devoted to memory.

Maybe that was why a strange overload took place just then, when he recognized her and didn’t recognize her at the same time. Ideas and feelings rushed in that he might have rather kept out.
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“Hey,” he said to her.

She hugged him, putting her chin on his shoulder and her face toward the lighthouse. It wasn’t the kind of thing they did. It wasn’t so much intimacy that provoked it, but the need not to look at him any longer.

She couldn’t really feel anything of him or focus her eyes exactly. Her body was numb and her eyes confused her. In a moment of lucidity, she feared he could feel her heart pounding and she pulled away.

She put her head down and gestured to his bag. “Is that everything?” she asked his bag.

“That’s it.” He sounded almost rueful. She wanted to check his face, but he was looking at her, so she didn’t.

What was the matter with her? It was just him! It was the same old Paul. But it also wasn’t. He was the strangest of strangers in that he was also her oldest friend.

“Is it heavy?” she found herself saying.

“No. It’s fine,” he said, and she thought she heard the seed of a laugh in his voice. Was he going to laugh at her? He used to do that. He teased her and laughed at her without relent. But if he did that now, she would die.

She’d intended to feel cold toward him this time. For leaving for so long and forgetting her. Did you forget me? She was good at being angry with him when he was away, but in his presence she never could.

She forged ahead and he followed. Mrs. McKay was unlocking her wagon, and Connie, their old swim coach, was on the fishing side. If she raised her head, she would see others. They all knew Paul. Would they recognize him with his long, clumpy hair and his bristly face?

All the things she planned to feel, the way she planned to look and seem, the appropriate things she planned to say. None of them came to pass.

“Let’s go find Riley,” he said from behind her, and her heart thrilled with relief. That was what they could do. That would make sense of it.

She offered him her mother’s bike and got on her own. He balanced his duffel bag over the basket and maneuvered up the skinny boardwalk ahead of her with the grace of a true islander. He used to ride three bikes at once. He could do a wheelie without his hands. He had been her hero of bikes.

They went directly to the ocean beach. He walked out of his shoes and peeled off his socks, barely slowing down. He stood on the stairs at the top of the dune, taking it in, and she lingered a few feet behind, breathless to see what kind of beach it was today.

As children, they had dozens of names for the beach, like Eskimos naming snow, and they were ever finding need for more. A placid, white-sand and sparkly turquoise affair was a Tortola beach after an island in the Caribbean that Paul had been dragged to with his mother. They scorned such a beach. The Riley beach, also known as Fight beach, was when the little grains of sand whipped like glass against your skin and the surf was ragged and punishing. An Alice beach was truly rare, and it involved tide pools.

Today Alice wanted the kind he used to want, the Paul beach, low-tide crunchy sand, a sharp drop-off to the water, and a close army of rough, green waves. How familiar it felt to want his wants for him. That much had not changed.

Once Paul told her that the beach was like him because it changed every day but it never made any progress. Later she remembered thinking that a normal person might have begun by saying that he was like the beach.

Alice held her hair back, acknowledging that this beach was yet another requiring a name. A Nervous beach. A Gnashing beach. The sand was smooth and gradual, but the surf was wild, the waves coming in at a diagonal pitch. She was making up her mind not to swim as Paul set off down the decrepit steps. She looked east toward the lifeguard chair, with Riley sitting in it and the red “no swimming” flag flying above her.

Paul didn’t bend his steps toward Riley but rather headed straight for the water. Alice watched in muffled surprise as he walked into the surf fully clothed. He dove into an olive-colored wall. Alice watched eagerly for his head to pop out of the irritable froth crashing all around. She looked to her sister, who was now standing up in the chair, neck forward in her pose of lifeguard alertness, hands on her hips.

Paul’s head did finally appear at least twenty yards out. He was beyond the breaking waves but bobbing and buffeted nonetheless.

Alice could see Riley muttering to another guard, who stood at the foot of the stand. She blew her whistle twice. “Get out of the water!” she bellowed, pointing at the red flag. “Asshole,” she muttered.

From far out, Paul lifted his arm and waved to her.

Alice could tell the moment Riley realized who it was. She whooped loudly enough for Alice to hear. She looked back over her shoulder and saw Alice there.

Riley’s pose relaxed. Her whistled dropped. She shrugged and Alice smiled. Riley shouted to be heard over the fresh blast of wind. “I guess Paul is back.”
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“Just leave him out there,” Riley said to her backup guard. “He’ll be fine.”

She sat back down in her chair and watched Paul’s bouncing head. She wasn’t going in after him. Let him drown. He would never drown.

Paul had worked through every phase of lifeguard training alongside her, determined to best her every time. Though never to his face, she credited him with making her tough. She didn’t just pass the challenges, she had to try to beat Paul. And then the day of the actual test—a formality by that point, their victory lap—Paul didn’t show up. When she saw him later by the ferry dock, he’d just shrugged. It was the culmination of her life, and he’d acted like the thing had slipped his mind.

But on her first official day in the chair, when she’d nearly exploded with pride in her official red suit, Paul had turned up again. She didn’t realize the dark-haired figure thrashing out beyond the surf was Paul. She’d leapt off the chair with all possible intensity, blowing her whistle, marshaling her equipment, shouting commands, her blood dashing with purpose.

When she got out to the deep water and saw who it was, she wanted to drown him for real. She called him a motherfucker and started to swim back to shore, her cheeks pounding red with fury. Then she saw the lineup of concerned citizens on the sand and the head guard apoplectic at the idea that she was abandoning the victim. And there was Paul out there, keeping up his act. What could she do? She went back and saved his ass. As she dragged him toward the beach, she gave a ferocious pinch on the back of his neck. It was the only time he writhed authentically.

When they were little, she and Paul were the same. She understood him without having to try. They fought sometimes. In third grade she kicked him to the ground. In fifth grade he shoved her into a doorway and she had to get six stitches in her eyebrow. They didn’t fight physically after that, though she did try to provoke him. It was the scar, she thought, that made him stop. She liked the scar.

After middle school, he started making everything so complicated. He got quiet and brooding sometimes for no reason she could determine. She always thought he would have ended up happier if he’d just taken the lifeguard test. That was her true opinion. Later he joined weird political groups and tried to organize Central American fruit pickers who were too smart to take any of the crap he was trying to sell.

“I arrived with all my political ideas, but the poverty and sadness around here sort of nullifies them,” he’d written to her from a farm near Bakersville. “Last night somebody stole my wallet from my pants while I slept. I am finding myself absurd.”

She couldn’t argue. “You should have been a lifeguard,” she wrote back.

And yet, she did love him. In that way, she hated his disappointments even if she disagreed with the things he wanted.

“Can you take over the shift?” she asked Adam Pryce. He was her backup guard and her junior by six years.

He agreed, and she jumped down off the chair. With an old feeling of joy, she walked down to the waves and dove into an ocean that no sane person would swim in. She swam out to Paul with a few tough strokes.

And so they bobbed around together, skirting a riptide, taunting the waves while Alice looked on from the beach.


Two

You’ll Turn Out Ordinary if You’re Not Careful

In the old days Paul came over in his pajamas to fight for the good cereal. Alice suspected it was one of the few battles he could win or lose. The point was getting over there early.

His house was enormous and stood between their house and the ocean. The two houses were so close, you could hear each other’s parents fighting at night when the ocean was calm. His house had seven bedrooms and a TV, and it was clean and had a shelf full of good cereal. But from Alice’s earliest memory, nobody ever went over there to eat the Fruity Pebbles, let alone fight for it. Alice sensed that young children instinctively preferred the life inside a small house to a big one.

Paul did appear that morning, though not in his pajamas. He wore a pair of pants so yellow and stiff that they almost made Alice laugh. But she checked herself, wondering if that was the kind of thing they did anymore.

He came the customary way, from the back door of his house to the back door of theirs. If you went the regular way, it was at least a hundred and fifty steps on the boardwalk, more than that if you were Alice, and many fewer if you were Paul and you lied. But the sand passage through the phragmites was thirty steps at the most, and undetectable to the outside world.

“Did you eat yet?” Alice asked casually, caring too much about small things.

“No.” He looked mildly chastened. “I’m fine, though. You don’t have to feed me.”

She pushed the box of Rice Krispies toward him, along with a bowl and spoon. He seemed to forget his own words as he poured his cereal.

“Milk?” she said.

“Thanks.”

Her elbow on the table, her chin in her hand, Alice watched him eat. He never minded being watched.

“What’s with the hair?” Riley asked, passing though the kitchen on her way to the laundry.

“It grew,” he said, crunching away complacently.

“Like that?”

“Yeah, like that.”

“Mine doesn’t grow like that,” Alice pointed out.

“Because you probably wash yours and brush it.”

“I do, actually.”

“Well.”

“It doesn’t look so good,” Riley said to Paul, a towel bunched under her arm. She stated it as a simple matter of fact.

“I know,” Paul said, feeling one of the clumps between his fingers. “It’s kind of itchy. I think I’ll cut it off for the summer.” He put down his spoon and looked at Alice. “Do you still have your barber scissors?”

She was shaking the cereal box around to see if there was enough left for another bowl. “Yes. Do you want to borrow them?”

“Can you do it?” he asked.

She put the box down. She uncrossed her ankles. She chewed the inside of her cheek. “Can I cut your hair, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

She used to cut his hair sometimes, and Riley’s, too. She’d cut other kids’ hair once in a while. She’d removed wads of gum and nettles as a favor. Not because she was particularly good at it but because her Uncle Peyton had once given her a barber set with the good scissors. And otherwise you had to go off-island.

Could she cut his hair? If not, why couldn’t she?

“Nothing fancy,” he said.

“Give him a bouffant,” Riley suggested.

“I guess I could do it.”

He stood, looking at her expectantly.

“Right now?” she asked. Now was not as good a time as later, when he would forget about it.

“Yes. Is that okay?”

Somewhat mechanically, she followed him up the stairs. They had just one bathroom, and she and Riley were locked in a long-term standoff about whose turn it was to clean it. Paul sat on the edge of the tub, just the way he used to do.

Riley stood in the doorway, a look of amusement on her face.

The scissors were there in the cabinet, still rust-free in the original plastic case. She wished they weren’t both watching her. It felt embarrassing to tend to one’s scissors so well.

“Okay. So …” she began. “Just, uh …”

“Cut it off.” He pulled his T-shirt over his head, which didn’t help put her at ease. She had to force herself into the orbit of his head. His face now related to her chest as hers usually did to his. He looked up at her, and she felt as though she were made of nostrils.

“Not all of it …?” She couldn’t stand to make him bald.

“The dreads, mainly. You can do it however you want.”

“I think you’ll find wildlife in there,” Riley commented.

Alice nodded. That wasn’t the thing she worried about. You couldn’t grow up with Riley and be prissy.

It was funny the things the three of them talked about. Often it was the concrete things they hung upon. Concrete or metaphysical, and very little in between. That was another leftover, a child’s prerogative, in a way. They talked about fish and they talked about God. But it was all the stuff in the middle that came to preoccupy you as you grew older.

The previous night, the rain had pelted against the tar shingles and they’d talked for hours on their sandy living-room floor. They talked about the big storms, the houses that washed away, the old promenade that once lined the ocean beach and now lay deep under the waves. They’d talked about the sameness of their island in spite of the fact that it was always changing shape. Alice had felt relieved that her parents weren’t around so it was just the three of them, the way it used to be. It allowed them the freedom to let the conversation meander and stall. It allowed them to leave out large categories of discussion, such as what they’d been doing for the last three years.

Alice held up her scissors and snapped at the air a few times. She touched her hand to the top of his head for a start. It was warm and made her think of duck-duck-goose. She felt the stubble of his chin against her forearm. She had the feeling of crying creeping up her throat. How she had missed him. Sometimes you couldn’t face the sadness of being forgotten until you felt the comfort of being remembered again.

“Well, here goes,” she said a little faintly. She grasped a clump of his brown hair and cut. Sharp scissors against hair made a wonderful sound: a soft, multitudinous zing. She remembered that she had always liked it.

Underneath the grime, Paul’s hair was as fine as it had been when he was little, in spite of how he’d mistreated it. Each piece she cut at the base of the clump curled sweetly and lay down on his head. It was more docile, less complicated than the other parts of him.

“What do you think?” she asked, adverting to Riley.

Riley was standing still for longer than usual. She looked at the mess of tangles and clumps on the linoleum floor. “He has to clean up.” She said it amicably, seeming to indicate approval.

Riley went back downstairs, and they heard the screen door slam and settle.

Alice held a clump at the nape of his neck and made him shiver. Delicately, she cut pieces around his ear, admiring the pale silky fuzz that sprouted along the edge. It wasn’t just now. These things had always meant something to her.

“You are being very still,” she complimented him.

She didn’t think he’d heard her at first, even though she was inches from his ear. “I’m trying,” he finally said.

She came around to the front last, bold now in her barber persona. She held his chin to steady her cutting hand against his cheek, perhaps not strictly by necessity. She looked at his cheek, his jaw, and felt the reassurance of being near him.

She remembered when she’d first learned to knit from her Grandma Ruth after fifth grade. She’d spent a whole winter knitting Paul a hat. She’d wanted to keep some connection to him through the cold months when she didn’t see him, when the distance between them and the awkwardness between their parents made him almost like a stranger. The next winter Alice had knitted him a scarf in green, gray, and blue to remind him of the ocean. She remembered sending it to him in his first year at boarding school. Her yarn was her proxy to touch him, to keep him warm, to make him remember her.

Alice fell into a meditative mood, lulled by the sound of her scissors. She evened, trimmed, shaped, and smoothed. She felt a fullness in her heart and in her throat. She felt his head loosening on his neck, giving in to her hands, trusting her.

How long since she had felt this particular feeling in her muscles? She’d forgotten what it was like.

In spite of everything, she felt such pathos for him. She always had. Even though he was older than she. Even though he was mean to her, and dismissed her and even forgot her, she still ached for him. Maybe it was because his father died. Maybe because Lia didn’t mother him in the regular way. Alice remembered her own mother telling her how at a few crisis moments when he was small, Paul had turned to her instead of Lia. “I was touched when Paul let me take care of him,” Judy said, “but it made me sad, too. A well-mothered kid doesn’t have needs that fast, that big.”

“She’s had a tough life,” her father used to say about Lia, even while acknowledging that she was a pain in the ass.

Lia grew up in Italy, orphaned by the age of fifteen. She called Paul Paulo, but only she was allowed. If Riley or Alice did, Paul would punch them. Apparently, his mother meant to name him after a heroic uncle, a spy supposedly, who died in World War II, but his father, Robbie, meant to name him after Paul McCartney. Alice did not know what it said on his birth certificate. She thought it was odd the way Paul acted as though he did not speak Italian even though they knew perfectly well he did.

Alice also knew that Paul’s father’s parents, his grandparents, did not like Lia. They blamed her for everything that happened with Robbie. And though Alice felt that Lia deserved a lot of blame in the world, it was possible she didn’t deserve that particular blame.

Paul was their only grandchild and supposed heir to the gigantic piles of money, which Lia was spending as fast as she could. She knew these things only from her mother and father, never from Paul. Paul’s grandmother had once called Alice’s mom in the hope that she would intervene on their behalf. Riley remembered it. “You should be calling Lia,” Judy had advised, but the grandmother refused. Only the lawyers called Lia.

Paul stayed away from his grandparents. He did not get along with his mother but he would be loyal to her. It was the main way, as far as Alice could tell, that he managed to love her.

Lia spent most of her time in Italy since Paul left for college. When she was in the United States, she found endless faults with it—the food, the pace, the language, the music. Alice always imagined a happier Lia in Italy, but Paul once told her that Lia complained when she was there, too.

Alice did not remember Robbie, Paul’s father, because he died when she was only a few months old. Riley did remember him—bits and pieces of him, like his beard and his rubbery sandals and his fingers knowing how to tie all kinds of knots.

It terrified Alice to talk about Paul’s father, because she knew things she shouldn’t have known. She knew things Paul had not told her, things he probably didn’t know. Alice hated that and faulted her mother for having ever told her. Her mother was too keen on information, too quick to believe in the neutrality of facts just because they were true. “It’s the journalist in me,” her mother claimed, managing to praise herself even in apology.

Paul almost never talked about his father, and when he did, he acted as though he remembered him perfectly. But Alice noticed that he didn’t talk about the small things.

Alice suspected Paul couldn’t really picture him, just like she couldn’t picture Paul when he was away. Maybe that was the case with people you wanted more than was good for you.

Alice let her scissors clatter into the sink. She stood still, her hands on his head, one over his ear, the other at the back. She let out her breath as his head sank slowly into her body, coming to rest just below her breasts.

She held him there, her head bowed to his. She felt the bones of his cheek and chin against her shirt, the bits of stubble catching in the weave of the cotton, his breath pooling in the wrinkles.

He was with her; he was here. She was scared to even breathe.

The screen door rattled in the kitchen. He lifted his head. She stepped back. And just like that, he wasn’t with her anymore.

The air that had enclosed them reformed around them as separate bodies. He looked at her for a moment but said nothing. She retrieved her scissors and with shaking hands put them back into their plastic case.

He stood and regarded himself in the mirror. “Nice job,” he said to her. And she realized he had completed the transformation back into the Paul she knew. They had done it together. From strange, foreign Paul, he’d returned to the beloved, exacting Paul of old.

But there was a moment in between, a moment flung free in the midst of the transition, when he had made contact. That was the moment she would dwell on.

[image: images]

For the first time in months, his head lay comfortably in his pillow and his scalp did not itch. But even so, Paul couldn’t sleep, and this too he attributed to his haircut.

He pictured, or rather felt, Alice’s toe kicking into the side of his foot. He could feel the pressure of her palm on his head and her fingers on his chin. When she bent over him, he smelled a new Alice smell, perhaps cleaner than the old Alice smell but still related and deeply stirring.

That was the thing that overtook him, when he’d pressed his head against her body. Why had he done that? What had it meant? It wasn’t the kind of thing you did to any old girl. You couldn’t take it back. You could try to discount it. You could pretend it hadn’t happened. But it was there between them. Thankfully, though (he was thankful, wasn’t he?), the rest of the day had seemed to constitute an implicit agreement to a mutual amnesia.

His distress and pleasure mixed and married, giving birth to several anxious children. Maybe he shouldn’t have come back here. But what else did he have?

The trick was to have what he had without destroying it, if that was possible. Could you even do that? Every desire fulfilled was thus defeated. Could you interrupt the cycle? Could you make the world hold still?

There was nothing new in loving Alice. He had always loved her, even when he was mean to her. He remembered it, and he had been told so. He’d loved her before she even realized it. Wasn’t that the easiest way to love a person? She was fat and wordless and comforting to him when she was a baby. He’d carried her around from place to place. His mother’s psychiatrist had said that Alice was his transitional object.

He knew at the age of four when his father died that he wasn’t going to be getting any brothers or sisters in the traditional way, and Riley had understood that, too.

“It’s okay,” Riley had told him, “you can share Alice.”

Riley was his equal, his rival, his flip side, and his best friend. In some ways, he found it hard to distinguish himself from her. They were the same age, and for years they’d been the same size. They’d worn the same pants. He felt disloyal for having kept growing after she had stopped.

Alice wasn’t his friend, though he knew she’d always wanted to be. She was something else, neither more nor less but not the same.

When he thought of Alice, especially when he was lying in this bed, he thought often of the summer when he and Riley were thirteen. Old friends and cohorts were turning vain and stupid everywhere they looked, losing interest in the things that had once mattered to them. Kids like Megan Cooley and Alex Peterson started up spin-the-bottle and truth-or-dare parties in the back room of the village library. Riley hated it, and Paul was afraid of it. What they’d witnessed from their parents made them only more determined to stay on the safe side of adolescence. Alice, at ten, copied her indignation from them.

As a band of children, they had laid a magical world over the topology of this skinny place, spread it from ocean to bay. It had places and creatures both evil and good, and part of the enchantment was their power to change sides whenever a good game required it. Both he and Riley realized this world was fragile. It would sink unmarked into the sea if they let it. It required believing in, and fewer and fewer people did.

In outward disgust and inward fear, he and Riley had established a mostly wordless covenant. Bodies were being snatched left and right, but they had each other to remind them what was true. If they kept each other honest, they decided, it would not happen to them. They would lash themselves to the mast of prehormonal bliss and sail through the storm that way. They’d had the prestige at that time to say, This we know is true. And if ever anyone said it was untrue, they would know that evil was whispered in their ears and the enemy was at hand. They would not talk. They would not give in. They’d carry the poison pill and use it if they had to.

But what would happen when they came out on the other side of the storm? They hadn’t thought it through that far. They hadn’t quite considered that by trusting one part of your life, you could undermine all the others. By siding with an early version of yourself, preemptively, you would doubt all future selves that conflicted with it.

Alice had been easy to enlist at the age of ten. Alice, who would grow breasts at thirteen and attune herself to the broader and subtler frequencies of human interaction. She hadn’t known what she’d be giving up.

The rest had been looking backward. Trying to remember what was true rather than seeking it. They were holy men divining the ancient book, judges interpreting their constitution. They harkened back to a calmer, more just time.

But time went on, as it will, and the seasons changed. What did not accord with the covenant Paul did not tell Riley and Alice. The ambitions, the petty preoccupations, the sex he’d finally had with the laughing girl in his history class junior year. He went ahead and lived those seasons, all the while feeling that his real life lay here, on this beach in the summer, with Riley and Alice.

What was powerful at thirteen and even seventeen should have grown quaint by twenty-four, and yet the covenant, by its nature, had durability. It still existed between them. He could feel it even now. You could go away for months or years, but it was still here, bound to what you loved, binding you to it.

Alice kept it out of loyalty, he suspected. For Riley, it wasn’t so much like a choice. And for him?

For him, what he’d had here on this island with Riley and Alice was the best and most lasting thing in his life.


Three

Bottles and Stones

For nine years Paul had not called her by her name. She had been “Shorty” or “Kid” or “You” to him since she was twelve. It wasn’t until her first night working as a waitress at the yacht club that Alice realized this.

It was a Friday night, so she was not stunned to see her parents turn up. Since the end of high school, Ethan and Judy had left the girls at the beach on the weekdays and come out on Friday’s noisy and social sunset ferry. Ethan was a history teacher and coach at a private school in Manhattan during the school year and taught summer-school courses and tutored through July and most of August to boost his income. Her mother copyedited and proofread textbooks and pitched articles on child-rearing and related subjects to a handful of editors she knew. Judy talked about her articles a lot during the conceiving and pitching stage, but after that they often disappeared, uncommissioned and unwritten.

“I’ll take the bacon burger. And what have you got on tap?”

Alice had her arms crossed, pen in her teeth, pad tucked into her armpit. It seemed typical of her life experience that her sole table on her first shift was taken by her parents.

“Dad, you know what they have,” she said in an undertone. Within moments of being near them, she felt her eyeballs rolling skyward. Even if she kept her eyeballs still, she could hear the tone in her
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