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				Women are never virgins. Purity is a negative state and therefore contrary to nature.

				—William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury
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				• Allegory of a Cave •

			  Ben’s father was a truck driver. He was gone as often as he was home, so Ben’s mother conducted herself for most of the days in the week like a single parent, suffering no foolishness. She worked in the cafeteria at the middle school, where Ben was in the sixth grade. She’d rise at five a.m., bathe and dress in about fifteen minutes, drink a couple of cups of coffee, black and sugarless, and kiss Ben on the forehead at exactly five-thirty, breath sour. “Up and Adam,” she’d say, or that’s what Ben heard, anyhow, and by the time he’d fumbled for his glasses and pressed his bare feet against the cold hardwood floor, she was gone. She didn’t have a car or even a driver’s license, and so she had to walk the two miles between their home and school, getting there in plenty of time to start the breakfast line for the poor kids. Ben took the school bus.

				There were plenty of reasons why he loved his mother, but this was one of them: At lunch, on the days when she was put on the register, standing at the end of the buffet with her apron and her hairnet and her white pantyhose, she didn’t so much as acknowledge him. She would collect the forty cents she’d left that morning on his nightstand, glance at his lunch card, and instruct him to “keep it down” like everybody else. She saved her razzing for the end of the day, back at home. “Who’s that girl you were sitting with at lunch, lady-killer?” Or, “If I see you walk through that line again with nothing but French fries, you’ll be sorry, buddy.” She didn’t cook during the week, when Ben’s father was away—she said she did enough of that at the school—and so they feasted together most nights on frozen pizzas and peanut butter sandwiches, or they’d walk to McDonald’s on quarter-hamburger day, eat as much as they could stuff in, and take home an extra bagful to freeze for later. They were both tall and rail-thin; they could eat whatever they wanted and not gain a pound. She also smoked. Ben knew this; his father supposedly did not. When his father called from Nashville to announce that he was on his way back to Roma, his mother would wink at Ben, stash her carton of Camels in Ben’s closet, and clean out every ashtray in the house. Ben liked that she trusted him.

				His father was, as fathers tend to be, another case. Ben loved him, of course. But it wasn’t an easy or effortless love, and Ben felt a guilty relief whenever his father’s Buick Regal backed out of the gravel drive on Sunday afternoons, Nashville-bound. The man had four modes: absent—and this Ben could depend upon, at least four or five days out of seven—asleep, jolly, or grumpy. And even his jolliness was kind of ironic and grumpy and begrudging, as though he were playacting, making fun of happiness. He got along with Ben’s mother mostly by sparring with her, both of them frowning, then smirking, then frowning again, and eventually they’d all go to bed and Ben would suffer through the sound of jouncing bedsprings for twenty or thirty minutes. The food wasn’t as good when his father was around. He wanted home cooking, the same bacon-and-egg breakfast and the same two or three suppers, which he called “dinner” and ate at two or three in the afternoon, throwing Ben off his regular routine. His father liked the stuff he called “peasant food”: pinto beans and stewed cabbage, anything that smelled awful and could be spooned onto a chunk of buttered corn bread. He liked to tell Ben about the days when he’d been poverty-stricken enough to eat “jam sandwiches”: “two pieces of bread jammed together,” he’d quip, pointing at Ben with his fork. “You’re spoiled,” he’d say. “You don’t know how good you’ve got it.”

				His father was, despite his attempts to hide the fact, really, really smart—the smartest person Ben knew, schoolteachers included. He could multiply triple digits in his head, could tell you the stats on any Kentucky Wildcat basketball player from as far back as Adolph Rupp’s days. He had a confident eye and hand for drawing, and Ben would happen upon his father’s little sketches all week, all over the house. On the cover of TV Guide, he’d doodled a pterodactyl sitting atop Ted Danson’s shoulder. On the pad in the kitchen where Ben’s mother kept her shopping lists, he’d drawn Ben, glasses exaggerated and gleaming, mouth mournful. Ben had stared at that image for a long time, heartsick at the thought that this was the way his father saw him: a sad kid with giant glasses, eyes magnified and stupid behind thick lenses.

				His father was an avid reader—there wasn’t much else to do in the lag times on the road, he’d told Ben—and, in the right mood, a talker, a storyteller. This was the version of his father that Ben liked best, and the times with his father when he felt most at ease were the ones when they seemed to accidentally find themselves in conversation: when his father would say, “Hey, buddy, want to drive to the bank with me to cash my check?” or “Ben, help me get these leaves raked before it’s too dark to see.” Then, lulled by the task, the two would stumble into a kind of intimacy. Driving, Ben’s father might say, “They’ve changed the length of this traffic light,” and Ben, thrilled by some unconsidered possibility—they can change traffic lights?—would ask a question, would ask, “Who are they?” And his father would talk, and Ben would learn. His mother talked, too, and she was smart in her own way, but her stories were somehow less honest than his father’s, more conventional. She told him about Jesus—she was an on-and-off churchgoer—about dead relatives, about her high school prom. Ben’s father, if properly coaxed, would explain what it meant to live.

				“Imagine,” his father said one Saturday afternoon, “a cave.” It was summer, the summer of Ben’s twelfth year, and the October when everything changed for him was still a full season away, the difference, as his father could tell him, between a solstice and an equinox. They were on the porch swing, watching lightning bugs start to flicker. His father was sipping a beer.

				“There are some prisoners tied up inside it, so that they face the back wall,” his father continued. “They’ve always been in the cave. They’ve never known anything else.”

				“Why?” Ben asked.

				His father shrugged. “Don’t know. That part doesn’t matter.”

				“But that’s stupid,” Ben said. “How can you be a prisoner unless you’ve done something wrong?”

				His father had a mustache, bright red though the hair on his head was brown, and it bristled as he pursed his lips. “Do you want to hear the rest of this story or not?”

				Ben nodded.

				“There’s a fire behind the prisoners, and a walkway between the prisoners and the fire, and so whoever passes on that walkway—a man, say, or a woman, or a dog, maybe a wagon; whatever passes—casts a shadow on the wall of the cave.” His father motioned with his hands, sketching on air: the fire, the walkway, the left-to-right motion of passing travelers. “And the prisoners, they’ve never looked behind them. They don’t know about the fire, they don’t know what a dog is or a woman is. All they see are the shadows that those people and things cast on the wall of the cave. So to them, those shadows are real. They watch the shadows and that’s what they live for: waiting to see what shape will pass in front of them next.”

				“Like TV?”

				“Sure,” his father said. “I reckon.”

				Ben was sitting next to his father, watching a few seedpods from the water maples pinwheel down onto the sidewalk, but in his head he was tied up in that cave, feeling the heat of the fire on his neck and back, watching the play of shadows on the wall. “Wait,” he said. “Who’s feeding them?

				His father shrugged again, making the swing rock. “Don’t know that, either. You can’t be so literal about everything.”

				Ben went to bed that night flushed with some emotion that was too complicated for him to label, like anger and embarrassment and frustration all mixed up together, and something else, too: the sense that his brain, like his eyes, was only good
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