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The puppy and I trip over each other coming through the door, just as the phone stops ringing. I go down hard, but Andrew’s voice on the machine loosens something that was tight inside me, a dry sponge in water.

“Hi, babe,” I say, full of relief, as if he can hear me. Sprawled on the plank floor, craning away from the puppy’s exuberant tongue kisses, I rub my sore knee and listen to my husband say, “Dash? Hello, are you there?”

I start to get up, but his tone changes. “I know you’re there.” He’s annoyed, so I stay where I am. Andrew is mad at me? I have really whacked my knee, and now I’m seeing it as his fault.

“Dash, answer the phone, please.” He sighs. What a martyr. Oh, what he has to put up with.

“We said we’d talk this evening,” he reminds me. I can hear classical music in the background; I picture him in his big chair in the living room, feet up on the ottoman, enjoying his record collection without interruptions. He must be having a ball without me. “Dash, would you please pick up the phone?”

Again I start to get up, but he heaves another piteous sigh and I change my mind. “Very well,” he says. Who says “very well”? No one but Andrew. He says “indeed,” too, and “quite right,” and “em” instead of “um.” You’d think he was English.

“Very well, call me back, that is if you can find the time.” His sarcasm is usually subtler. “But I might go to bed early,” he warns. “I didn’t sleep at all well last night.”

I wait through a small pause, wondering if he misses me. Probably, but he won’t say it. Oh, I ought to get off the floor and pick up the phone, talk, resolve things. But I stay where I am, holding the puppy’s warm, panting sides. Sometimes prolonging even bad things, painful things, is better than getting them all nice and neat and settled. That’s what Andrew would like, for us to get this silliness behind us, tidy it up like a messy room. Put everything back exactly where it was before.

“Also,” he goes on, “I’ve got a raging headache, so maybe you shouldn’t call. It came on all at once, I didn’t take a pill in time.” Now I can hear it, that pinch in his tone that means he’s squinting, holding himself stiffly to ward off his migraine. If he even has one. Andrew is a hypochondriac, but I suppose an imagined headache is just as painful as a real one. A raging headache—how dramatic, like a nineteenth-century heroine. If I were there with him I’d be sympathetic, though. I’d rub his neck, make him a cup of tea. Funny how bitchiness comes a lot easier when you’re seventy-five miles away.

“Mrs. Melman called,” he says. “I don’t know what you want me to tell her. Tell anybody, so I didn’t say anything. Just that you weren’t here.”

I don’t know what to tell anybody either, even Mrs. Melman, who lives next door. Maureen knows, but no one else. If this is a separation, it isn’t real yet. I don’t know what it is, and I ought to. I started it.

“I’m not going to keep talking to this damn machine. I’m hanging up.” Andrew’s dignity means everything to him. “They’re calling for snow here, so who knows what it’ll do down there. So…you be careful,” he says gruffly, and hangs up.

Now I’m bereft. There’s no pleasing me; I could have eight husbands, or none, and I’d still have this edgy, empty feeling. It’s not even depression, which I imagine is at least relaxing. This is more like an illness, one that’s not serious enough to warrant any sympathy. Just a long, long stretch of feeling lousy.

It started to snow down here about an hour ago. I’m surprised Andrew didn’t know that, since the Weather Channel is one of the three he watches; the other two are PBS and the History Channel—naturally; he’s a history professor. The snow is what made us fall over each other in the doorway, the puppy and me. My hiking boots left wet blotches on the kitchen floor, melting snow seeping into the cracks between the old pine boards. First snow of the season. What if I were snowed in for Christmas, the unspoken date by which Andrew and I are supposed to reconcile? Snowed in at our cabin all by myself; alone at Christmas for the first time in twenty years. The thought makes me shiver. Not with dread. An illicit thrill, like shoplifting must be, or committing a victimless crime.

The dog waddles over to her bowl, toenails clicking, pudgy belly bulging from side to side. I sigh and pick myself up, go outside to retrieve the armload of wood I dropped in my haste to answer the phone. Mr. Bender, the man who does odd jobs and out-of-season maintenance on our cabin, has taken to stacking the wood he brings all the way out by the shed. He’s such a surly old coot, I think he does it on purpose, so I’ll have to walk farther.

We bought the cabin three years ago, but it might as well be three days as far as Mr. Bender is concerned. Or thirty years—we’d still be “the new people,” rich Washingtonians spoiling the pristine Virginia countryside with our traffic and pollution, our estate developments eating up the beautiful old farms. Never mind that Andrew and I are anything but rich—in fact, we’re poor now that Chloe’s in college—never mind our cabin’s been here since the forties and we have personally saved it from rotting into the mossy ground with a lot of improvements we couldn’t afford. We’re still “the new people” to Mr. Bender, and still not welcome.

I’ve become an expert at keeping the fire in the woodstove going, formerly Andrew’s job. The stove is tiny, but so is the kitchen; if I close the door to the living room it’s warm as a kiln in here. I sprawl in my mother’s old padded rocker with her shawl around my shoulders and my feet on one of the couch pillows I use for a footstool. I love the quiet, just the hiss of the stove and the tick and slide of snow against the window. The dog, asleep beside me on the rug. Not chewing it for a change.

I wonder if I would be lonely without her. I never used to come down to the cabin without Andrew; I thought I’d be scared by myself. But I’m not, and she’s certainly no watchdog. I was thinking of naming her Sock, because she has one white paw. Dogs are supposed to be especially sensitive to the K sound, I’ve heard. Is that funny, “Sock” instead of “Socks”? I like funny names for pets. Andrew would come up with something funny. When Chloe was little, he’d make her laugh by christening her dolls and stuffed animals Uriah or Orville, Saffron, Primavera.

But, of course, consulting Andrew is not a possibility in this case. The way we got the puppy, or rather what happened afterward, pretty much squashes that option.

         

We were coming home from the history department trimester break party. Exams had ended the day before, vacation was starting, so everybody was in a good mood and drank too much. Everyone but me, anyway; I probably drank too much, but I was in a bad mood.

But I’ve been in a bad mood since last summer, when my mother died. Then Chloe went off to college and, I don’t know, I can’t seem to find my footing, my old self. I go around like a ghost, no bones, no blood; I feel like I barely cast a shadow. The doctor thinks I might be hitting menopause early. Trauma can do that, she said.

Something was wrong with me that night—I mean, obviously; I walked out on my husband, apparently over a dog. The only warning I had, and only in retrospect, was that every time I looked at Andrew—who stood almost the whole night in Richard Weldon’s dim foyer with his back to the wall, as far from the thick of things as he could possibly get without going outside—it was as if his outline had blurred or faded and I were seeing him in duplicate, two Andrews slightly overlapping. It wasn’t the rum punch, either, because everything else was in perfect focus. It was Andrew.

He had on his uniform: khaki trousers, blue Oxford shirt, tweed jacket. And, touchingly, the paisley tie I gave him years ago, back when I had hopes of varying the uniform. Naive me, I used to buy clothes for him. He’d get a pained expression while he’d praise my selections—sweaters, slacks, shirts in colors besides blue—and then he’d never wear them. I wonder what his students make of the uniform, I wonder if he’s the butt of jokes—he’d hate that. Probably not, though. His students always love him.

He stood in the foyer with his hands in his pockets, head back, looking down his long nose at Tim Meese, his best friend, his fellow escape artist. The two oldest men in the department, not counting ancient Dr. Cleveland, and neither one a full professor. Not that there’s anything wrong with that.

I always add that, like making a cross against vampires. So I don’t sound so much like an ambitious, political, calculating faculty wife.

“Oh, hello, Dash,” I heard from behind me. “What an amusing cape. Where’s Andrew?”

Elizabeth O’Neal, I knew without turning around. She has a low, staccato, order-giving voice that pauses in unpredictable places; if you close your eyes, you’d swear she was Captain Kirk. She slouches; she always wears black; she’s not pretty in the least, not to me, but her students are fascinated by her. If the college rumor mill is right, and so often it isn’t, she’s having an affair with Richard Weldon. Poor Allison, his indecently young wife, who used to be one of his students. I guess you reap what you sow.

“Elizabeth, nice to see you,” I said. “Andrew? He’s over there.”

“Oh, mmm,” she said in a different voice, not Captain Kirk’s at all, and I looked more closely at my husband to see what she was seeing. He’s handsome, certainly to me, but he’s got the kind of face that doesn’t exactly bowl you over with admiration, not at first when you might be distracted by his thick glasses, or put off by his everyday expression of worried melancholy. And he’s tall, but you don’t notice right off because of his sort of hollow-chested, self-deprecating stoop. I can see him growing old like Mr. Chips, thin and tweedy and dignified, and never losing his hair.

Before slouching off toward the foyer, Elizabeth made dutiful chitchat about her plans for the break—Jamaica with some guy—and asked me about mine and Andrew’s. “Oh, we’re staying home,” I said carelessly, “keeping it quiet this year. Chloe’s school is on a different semester system, so…” I’d only just found out, so the wound was fresh: Chloe wasn’t coming home for the Christmas holidays. She was going skiing in Vermont with one roommate, then visiting the other in Connecticut over New Year’s, even though it’s her freshman year and we haven’t seen her since Thanksgiving. She doesn’t even ski.

I think that’s when it started. My unwinding. Elizabeth, I presume unwittingly, put her bony finger on the most recent sore spot in my heart. But there was an older, tenderer one right under it, and by picking at the top one she pierced the tissue-thin scab over the other. Fresh blood.

The sandwich generation: I’m so tired of that expression. In the last nine months, both halves of my sandwich have been pried off and eaten. I’m the soft, squishy center, exposed, unprotected. Unsafe, that’s the word. All I have now is Andrew to protect me.

         

“Didn’t you see me?” I asked him on the way home, holding my hands closer to the heater for warmth. “I gave you the signal.” Everything about him annoyed me. That should have set off another warning bell, but I only remember clenching my jaw over the obsessively careful way he drove, the highbrow music station he always has to have on the radio, his utter obliviousness to my mood. The hypochondriacal loop he kept going around in about tonight’s spiced shrimp’s probable effect on his gastrointestinal system, the migraine he wouldn’t be at all surprised to wake up with tomorrow from all those flash pictures Richard’s wife wouldn’t stop taking—

“But didn’t you see me? You looked right at me, you couldn’t have missed it.” I’m not as practiced at giving the “Let’s go” signal as Andrew, for the simple reason that he always wants to go home before I do. Still, it’s not brain surgery: You raise your eyebrows and rub your left wrist, careful not to touch or look at your watch, which would give it away.

“I thought you were having a good time,” he said. There was no traffic, but he put the turn signal on to change lanes. That annoyed me, too. “You were dancing with Richard.”

“No, I wasn’t, Richard was dancing with me. Oh, God.” I slumped, overcome with exhaustion. Everything was the same, the Weldons’ holiday party, Mason-Dixon College, the ancient flirtations, the politics, the people. Nothing changed except how old we were all getting. How many more faculty parties would I have to go to in my lifetime—fifty? A hundred? I didn’t even have my friend Maureen to commiserate with anymore, not since she split up with her husband. She says that’s the only good thing about her divorce—she never has to go with Phil to another damn faculty party.

“Did you hear Richard’s giving up the chairmanship?” Andrew asked me, and I said of course I knew, it was the hot subtext all evening. You couldn’t be there and not know (I didn’t say) unless you stayed in the foyer all night and only talked to one or two of your closest friends.

“You never even moved,” I complained. “It was like your shoulder was glued to the wall. Couldn’t you just…can’t you ever…”

I didn’t finish, just sighed again and stared out the window, and I think that’s a point for me. At least I don’t nag. I used to consider Andrew’s complete indifference to office politics admirable, a mark of his honesty and integrity, but I don’t anymore. When you think about it, it’s kind of selfish. His academic career is…how best to put it…languishing, but he would rather teach class in a kilt than do anything so undignified as network, so who has to do it? Me. I have to dance with drunken department heads and pretend to like it. Our daughter isn’t putting herself through her expensive college.

“Let’s go to the cabin for the weekend.”

He finally looked over at me. “The cabin?”

That’s all, two words, but as soon as he uttered them I knew we weren’t going. And even though the idea had just occurred to me, I was suddenly convinced of the rightness of it, the urgency. It was the answer.

“Oh, Andrew, let’s go. Just us. It’ll be romantic.” I squeezed his arm, but he felt brittle to me, untouchable. My fault; I’ve been so rotten and moody lately. “We could drive down late, come back whenever we feel like it.” What I really wanted to do was go now, turn the car around, get on the Beltway and drive and drive and drive.

“Hm,” he said with feigned thoughtfulness. “I’ve got exams to grade. Plus all the journals.” He made everybody in his Colonial America class keep diaries, as if they were living during the Revolutionary War or something.

“You could do them down there. Peace and quiet.”

“There’s no wood,” he pointed out, turning onto our street from Columbia Road. “We said we weren’t going back before spring.”

“We could buy some fake logs on the way down.”

“You can’t burn them in a woodstove. Chemicals.”

“We’ll get Mr. Bender to bring us a load of wood. Or you could chop some. I could chop some.”

“Don’t we have something, a party on Saturday—”

“Just Amy and Dan’s, and it’s an open house, they’d never miss us.”

He made his long humming sound, “Hmmm,” which he thinks I think means he’s taking the subject under advisement but really means it will never come up again unless I raise it, and then raise it again, then again, till we’re both so tired of it it’s a relief to forget the whole thing.

“Oh, never mind.” I flopped back against the seat. “I’ll just go down by myself.”

He chuckled, not taking that seriously. He was right, I wasn’t serious. Then.

We usually come and go through the front door, not the back, because we park on the street—no garage—and the back door doesn’t lead to anything except the alley behind our block of town houses. That night was trash night, though, plus we were running late for the Weldons’, so we’d hurried out the kitchen door with a plastic bag of garbage each, dumped them in our spot in the alley, and walked around the corner to the car.

Which is all to say—what if we’d done that again for some reason, parked and then gone into the house from the back? What if we had? We’d have tripped over a dead dog on the front porch the next morning, that’s what.

Andrew had the door key, so he saw it first. “What—” he said, and started back, scaring me. I saw something black, the size and shape of a soccer ball, wedged between the storm door and the door. We’d forgotten to leave the porch light on; we only had the streetlight to see—an animal, a sweater, someone’s purse…

“It’s a dog,” Andrew exclaimed, bending close. He took off his gloves and touched it. “A little dog. I don’t think it’s alive.” He handed me the key, scooped his hands gingerly under the lifeless black mound, and lifted it. I felt frozen; I squinted instead of looking at it directly, the way I do at scary movies.

I think of that, how squeamish Andrew took it up in his bare hands, dead for all we knew, while I, the great animal lover, shrank back in fear and distress. All I could do was unlock the door.

I turned on a lamp while Andrew set the dog on the rug in the living room. It lay perfectly still—but then it moved, shivered or twitched or something, and after that I could act. Silly, but once I knew it wasn’t dead, I was all right.

Its eyes were open but not fixed on anything. “Is he hurt? Is he just cold? Andrew, who could do such a thing, put a dog in somebody’s door on a night like this and leave it there? I think he’s freezing. Should we take him to the vet? He’s not even shivering. No, there, he just shivered. Are you calling?”

“They won’t be open, we’ll just get the answering service.”

I sat on the floor and pulled the puppy into my lap. “Call and leave a message, then.” It could hardly raise its head. The blue-black eyes finally focused on mine, but only for a second before the dog dropped its heavy little head, thump, on my thigh.

We had a dog when I was young, a stray we named Tramp. My mother let me keep him even though Daddy had just died and she was working two jobs and I was only nine and not that responsible. What a softy she was. Sitting there on the floor, I had a wave of longing for my mother that was so intense, I had to squeeze my eyes shut to keep from crying.

Andrew was talking on the phone in the kitchen. Huddled over the puppy, trying to warm it with my body, I didn’t notice Hobbes till I felt his wet nose on my cheek. “Hey, Hobbes,” I said loudly, so he could hear me. He’s deaf. “Hey, boy. Look here, we’ve got a—”

Hobbes finally noticed the puppy and jumped back—much as Andrew had on the front porch. Hobbes, Andrew’s father’s fourteen-year-old cocker spaniel, is the only furred creature I’ve ever known Andrew not to be allergic to. Which is interesting since, in so many ways, Andrew is allergic to his father.

“I left a message at the vet’s,” he told me from the doorway. “They’re supposed to call back. In the meantime—”

The phone rang.

“Wow. Fast,” I said, and Andrew went away again.

Under my coat and my amusing red cape, I had on velvet pants and a fancy silk shirt that buttoned down the front. I unbuttoned the shirt and put the puppy next to my skin, noticing in the process that it was a female. I pulled my clothes around her, coat and all, making a cocoon, and after a little while she wasn’t a deadweight anymore. Her soft, solid body twitched, her little toenails grazing my skin, the breath from her cold nose tickling me. I got up from the floor and carried her into the kitchen.

“I don’t know,” Andrew was saying, “lethargic, yes. I think so. Did it shiver?” he asked me.

“She’s shivering right now.”

He reported that to the vet, a man we’ve gotten to know well because of Hobbes’s arthritis. “That’s a good sign? A good sign,” Andrew relayed. “It means only mild hypothermia.”

“But what should we do?”

He held up his hand. “Yes. Right, right. Four teaspoons in a pint. But first—okay. Yes.”

Finally he hung up. “That’s the first thing he said to do, put it next to your skin.”

“Really?” I hugged the puppy closer, feeling relieved and gratified and smart. This was going to have a happy ending.

Fill bottles with warm, not hot, water, the vet advised, and lay them next to the puppy’s body, especially her chest and armpits. Don’t overheat, and definitely don’t use a hair dryer. Try to feed her a little sugar water.

We did all that. She went through a phase of violent shivering—an excellent sign, Andrew reported; shivering increased metabolism and generated heat. Gradually that subsided and she began to relax, sprawled out on a towel in my lap, her silky belly rising and falling with natural breaths. She had short, woolly soft black fur all over, except for that one white foot.

I was asking Andrew if he thought it would be a good idea to let her sleep between us tonight so she could get nice and warm, and running names by him like Lazzy, short for Lazarus, or what about Feeney for Phoenix—when he sneezed.

“Of course we can’t keep it,” he said between honks into his handkerchief, as if I’d suggested adopting a wild boar, a baby python. He was getting out the little enamel pan he heats a cup of milk in every night just before bed. I’m married to a man who drinks warm milk. The horror of that closed in on me, like being sealed in an envelope, like being buried alive. Mama! I thought—I did, I had that very conscious thought. I wanted my mother back, and Tramp, and my youth, my freedom, I felt like running away so fast and so far that nothing looked familiar.

I should’ve left right then. The die was cast, and it would’ve been easy—I still had my coat on. I’m not sure why, it seems a bit mad to me now, but I was beyond angry. I had skipped that step and gone directly to finished.

So I should’ve left, but instead I stayed to say hurtful things about Andrew’s father’s dog, already snoring again in his smelly bed beside the refrigerator, and how convenient, no, how bogus Andrew’s allergies were. Which naturally led to his hypochondria, and somehow that led to a rant about the colossal stupidity of a world order that would let a horrible old man like Edward Bateman draw one more breath after my sweet, loving, tenderhearted mother was gone.

Andrew thinks I’m a drama queen, he was sure this was just another pointless emotional flare-up that would die out sooner if ignored, so he didn’t fight back, even when I gave him a dog-or-me ultimatum.

“Dash, sweetheart,” he said, “you’re upset. We’ll let the dog sleep here with Hobbes tonight, and tomorrow we’ll find it a good home. A really good home. Now come to bed.” Then he leered at me. Andrew Bateman, who is not a leerer, leered at me, I can only assume because my white cotton brassiere under the blouse I’d never rebuttoned had inflamed him.

“Maybe when pigs fly!”

The rest is a blur. I said some more regrettable things, then left. That felt great—I loved the whole flouncing-out part, finding my purse, wrapping the puppy in a chenille throw, hauling open the front door and slamming it behind me.

Andrew immediately opened it and called out from the porch, “Have you completely lost your mind?”

If I had, it’s still missing. None of the rationalizations I’ve come up with to explain what I did that night really work. It seemed like a good idea at the time. (But so did proclaiming myself “Dash” at age thirteen, because I despised “Dot,” short for Dorothy.) The puppy—I think if I went to a shrink he might say, or she might say, taking the puppy out from under my shirt to save its life was like a ritual birth. In the last six months I’ve lost my mother, and I’ve virtually lost my daughter. Andrew was trying to rip away my last chance to have something belong to me.

That’s all I could come up with as I sped down I-66 at midnight, caught between competing urges to keep driving forever and turn around and go home, where I supposedly belong. It beat Andrew’s explanation, at least, made me sound more thoughtful and complicated than irresponsible and idiotic.

But it’s just as likely his diagnosis is correct and I’ve simply lost my mind—that’s still better than perimenopause. Although I don’t suppose they’re mutually exclusive.
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My cell phone rings as I’m merging into traffic on I-66. Overnight the snow turned to rain, which is good, but traffic’s still crazy and it’s not even rush hour anymore.

“Dash?” an unfamiliar male voice says. “This is Mike Warner.” I don’t know anyone named Mike Warner. No, wait—it comes to me just as he says, “Barbara’s husband?”

“Oh, hi, Mike. How’s—oh, no, is everything—”

“We just had a baby.”

“Oh my God!”

Mike, whom I’ve never met, has a raw, breaky voice, as if he’s been yelling. “Yep, a boy.”

“Oh my God! Congratulations!”

“Thanks. Thanks. Um, so Barb asked me to call and tell you she can’t”—Mike starts laughing—“she can’t come in today for the shoot.”

“I guess not!” I join him; we both have a good laugh, although his is more sincere than mine. My mind is skipping ahead—who am I going to get to help me at this late hour? My phone book’s in the office and I’ve only got a few numbers on this cell.

“She went into labor yesterday about four in the afternoon and she told me to call you last night, but I forgot. So it’s my fault this is such short notice.” He’s trying to sound repentant, but he’s too tired and too excited to pull it off.

“No problem, don’t worry about it. This is so great! Give Barb a big hug and a kiss for me. And the baby! What are you naming him?”

“Clive Otis.”

“Oh!” That’s all I can think of to say to that.

As soon as Mike hangs up, I call my best photographer friend in Washington, who thank God is in her studio, I don’t get her answering machine. “Elaine! My regular assistant just gave birth, and I’ve got a studio shoot at one o’clock this afternoon!” Elaine shrieks in sympathy, and we go down the list. Neither of us has a full-time assistant, but we often use the same freelancers. She gives me two numbers and wishes me luck. “If you strike out with them, I know of one more,” she says, “but I can’t say how good she’d be—”

“Can she hold a light meter?”

“Well, she’s had a year of photography school, so she must know something.”

“You’d think. What’s her number?”

         

Sock does her business three times on the two-block walk from where I finally find a parking place to the studio. “Good girl,” I lavish on her all three times. I think it’s working; she’s only gone in the house once in two days. I really think she’s getting it.

My studio is over a jewelry store on Ontario Road. The sign on the side of the building says Bateman Photography, and has for about fifteen years. If Andrew and I really split up, should I change it to McGugin, my maiden name, or would that just confuse people? The red brick facade and faded awnings don’t promise much, but I like to think the interior is a happy surprise. Somebody once told me people actually prefer seedy-looking photo studios, and the iffier the neighborhood the better. Whatever you charge, they think it’s a deal, plus you seem more like a fine artist than a commercial one. I wave to Mr. Federman, the jeweler, through his shop window, and unlock all the locks on the door to the stairs. That always takes a while, and by the time I finish, Sock’s got her leash wound around my legs twice. She’s scared of the steep steps; I have to pick her up and carry her.

I turn lights on in the lounge, the echoey studio, my little office. The answering machine is blinking like mad, which is good, means business, but it’s probably just clients making sure their prints will be ready before Christmas. After the holidays, things will slow down a bit and not get hectic again till Valentine’s Day.

I make a few calls, tidy up the lounge and the bathroom, start getting the studio ready for the shoot. I keep checking my watch. One of Elaine’s freelancers didn’t answer and the other one said he was busy and couldn’t make it, but the third one, the one Elaine had reservations about, naturally she was free and promised she’d be here by a quarter to twelve. Greta Cantwell is her name. She sounded very young, and like I woke her up, but also eager and grateful and enthusiastic—which are the things you want in an assistant anyway, I’m telling myself, more than a look at her portfolio or her degree. With Barb out of commission indefinitely, it’s better if this Greta person is unformed; that way I can mold her in my own image, so to speak. All photographers operate differently, and I want an assistant who operates like me.

Greta shows up at twelve-thirty.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she keeps saying as she strips off her wet coat. “My car’s in the shop and I missed the bus and then I just missed the subway, and then I had to walk from Dupont Circle because there weren’t any cabs because of the rain. I’m really, really sorry.”

“Never mind, that’s fine. Can you bring your coat over here? I like to leave the lounge area clear for customers’ stuff,” I say, leading her through the studio to the office.

“Oh!” She spots Sock on her pillow in a corner of my office. “Oh, a puppy!” She drops down on her knees, and Sock licks her nose. “What a beautiful dog. How old is he?”

“She. I’m not sure, a couple of months, I think. Okay, so are we ready?”

Greta jumps up, coloring a little, as if she’s suddenly remembering she’s a professional. She’s got on a short, tight skirt, no stockings, and platform boots. She’s blonde, I can tell by the roots, but she’s dyed her hair a dazzling, comically vivid carrot orange, done up in cornrows tied off with beads. She crosses her bare arms in front at the wrists. I can see gooseflesh; I think, Honey, why didn’t you wear a sweater?

We go out to the studio. I start to explain the layout I’ve got in mind. “It’s twins,” I tell her, “six-year-old boys, and it might get a little dicey because of the grandmother.”

“Oh,” Greta says, “the mother’s dead? My mother died when I was six, too.”

“I’m sorry. But—no, the mother’s not dead, but it’s the grandmother who’s commissioned the portrait, so she’s the one bringing the kids. And I don’t think there’s—well, we’ll see what happens, but when I did the preshoot consult, I didn’t notice a lot of affection between the boys and their grandmother. But we’ll see.”

“So you met the kids already?”

“Yeah, I always do that.”

“Wow.” She has squinty blue eyes, pale-lashed and pink-rimmed; they look intelligent but myopic. I hope she’s wearing contacts. “I love what you do,” she says. “I think it’s the coolest job.”

“Why?” I ask, amused.

“Well, working with kids and all, plus you’re an artist.”

“Ha. Sometimes. But there’s a lot to it that’s not all that artistic.” It’s good to hear she wants to be an artist, though. A lot of the young ones these days are only in it for a quick buck, and because they think it’s easy. God, I sound old.

Very quickly I show her where the basics are: the hair light, the fill, the key lights, what props I expect to use. “The bathroom’s over there, the kitchen’s there, that’s a little dressing room. I can do most of this by myself, and I usually do, but since it’s twins…”

“Oh, sure. Double the trouble.”

“Right, plus the whole grandmother deal. This isn’t a Christmas shot, by the way. It’s for the kids’ birthday, January fifteenth, so that’s why we won’t be using Christmas props.”

“Gotcha.”

“What else? Mrs. Thorpe, the grandmother—when I asked her what the boys were into, she said chess. So I got a chess set and we can put it on this table, these chairs—but you know, I just doubt it, they didn’t seem like chess guys to me. But, again, we’ll see.”

The doorbell buzzes.

“Damn, they’re early. Okay, Greta. Are we okay?”

She takes a deep breath; her skinny shoulders go back, little breasts stick out. “I’m ready.”

“Good. Oh—no, never mind.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” I started to give her the most important instruction, which is, basically, keep quiet and in the background so everybody focuses on me. Makes things much simpler. But in Greta’s case, I don’t think it’s necessary. Unless I’m mistaken, this is her first pro shoot. Her problem’s more likely to be taking initiative, not taking charge.

Mrs. Thorpe is a ghastly woman on almost any level I can think of. Why Mrs. Thorpe the mother didn’t come today with her children and protect them from her I can’t imagine, unless she’s as scared of the old lady as they are. She should’ve come anyway: These children need her. Grandmother Thorpe looks particularly humorless and formidable, like a Cold War Russian soldier in a full-length sable coat she won’t take off—my studio’s too cold, she says—matching hat, and knee-high leather boots. It’s not going to be easy keeping her out of my way.

The twins, Kevin and Eugene, are identical, but I can tell them apart by Kevin’s slightly darker crew cut and Eugene’s glasses. They’re six, going on seven. When I greet them, they give no sign of having met me before, but they’re cowed little guys; they don’t meet anybody’s eyes, and even though their sullenness is a cover for fear right now, any minute it could morph into really bad behavior. Already I don’t like how this is going.

I have to roll the backgrounds down myself because Greta has never seen a motorized lift before. What are they teaching in photo school these days? We set up the chess scene with a background that looks like wood paneling; Mrs. Thorpe is going for that two-gentlemen-in-a-library look, I presume. Greta takes flash meter readings like a pro, thank God. We get something preliminarily okay for the lighting, but it doesn’t work. Kevin and Eugene, especially Eugene, can’t relax, they look like mannequins, like firing-squad victims.

“This isn’t what I wanted at all,” Mrs. Thorpe tells me in a loud aside. “This is just not right. I’d heard good things, but frankly…” Her blonde pageboy doesn’t move when she shakes her head. “I must tell you, Dash,” she says, and my name sounds sillier than usual in her society-lady voice, “this was by way of a test. If these pictures were good, I planned to have you photograph my very favorite grandchild for her birthday in April. But. Frankly.”

The twins pretend not to hear, but they do, they must. I happen to catch sight of Greta hovering behind the soft box. She’s wincing, her teeth bared in sympathy for these poor children. Right then, we’re a team.

We try again with the chessboard. I act goofy, say something to make the twins giggle. “Don’t grin!” Mrs. Thorpe orders. “Kevin! We discussed this!”

I must not have heard right. “Did you say, ‘Don’t grin’?”

She looks at me coldly. “They’ve just lost their front teeth, both of them. Of course they mustn’t grin. Toothlessness is not cute. Smile, yes, with lips closed, but I don’t want bare gums in these photographs.”

That’s when I banish her. It’s never easy, but sometimes it’s necessary, and with Mrs. Thorpe it’s essential. Her son is a congressman—she told me that early on to impress me, intimidate me, who knows. It’s true, I want more clients like her—who wouldn’t? I’m a low-volume high-dollar photographer, and they can afford my premium fees—but I can’t let her stay. I use fake confidentiality, trying to disarm her. “They’re high-strung,” I say, guiding her casually into the lounge, holding onto her furry arm. “Such bright boys, so intelligent, and this is, really, let’s face it, an artificial environment. Forgive me, but when you’re here, their anchor, their compass, they can’t—naturally!—focus on anything else. I never do this, I hardly ever do this, because it’s necessary only in the most special circumstances, really extraordinary children and their families—but Mrs. Thorpe, I really must insist, and I know you understand—you must go.”

She does! It’s amazing! She doesn’t just take a seat in the lounge, either—she leaves, exactly what I was hoping for but not expecting. “I’ll be back in one hour.” She points a finger at me, as if this is her idea. Up close, her face is puffy around the eyes; she looks more frazzled than formidable. She’s glad to get out of here, I realize; small children make her crazy—they probably always have—and her only defense is becoming a shrew. “See you later,” we say to each other with mutual relief.

“Okay!” I shout, clapping my hands. I’ll turn cartwheels to change the mood in this place. “Let’s have some fun!” I don’t have long to get the twins out of the funk they’re in and up onto the Happy Plateau, and they’ll only last about thirty minutes, max, once they’re up there. Time’s a-wastin’.

The only thing that’s piqued either one’s interest so far is the camera, my brand-new Canon. They want to play with it; I’ve had to shoo them away from it twice already. It gives me an idea.

“You know what, I’m tired of taking pictures of you guys. I don’t suppose you’d like to take some for me for a change?”

They look at me with suspicion. Eugene glances at Kevin, who’s the leader. “You mean like Polaroid or thomething?” Kevin asks.

“Yeah, like Polaroid.” Good idea.

“We’ve done that before.” Eugene squirms in the three-piece suit Grandma dressed him in. “Our dad leths uth blow on the picture.”

“Tho it’ll come out fathter,” Kevin explains. They have identical snub noses and stick-out ears. Fabulous-looking kids. They have identical toothless gums, too, and by God, I’m going to photograph them.

“Oh, wow. Well, hey, if you can do that, you can take pictures, too.”

I don’t use Polaroid as much as I used to when formatting shots, not since digital, but I’ve still got unrefrigerated film somewhere and a very old Nikon with an NPC Proback. The twins hover around me when I crouch down and explain how it works. It’s lovely to see the nerves and wariness leak out of them as they become their own age again, turn back into children. They’re so small and slight, their bones like sticks through the tough little-boy skin. Their bowed heads smell like hair tonic. I can never have enough of children. I want to gather these two up in my arms like a bunch of flowers.

They take turns shooting pictures of each other. I give them my watch and explain about the second hand, and just let them go. After a while I start messing with the lighting, taking shots of them taking shots, and that gives me another idea.

“Hey, guys, let’s really do this right, whaddaya say? How about if…” I explain what I’d like, a formal picture of Kevin taking a formal picture of Eugene, and then vice versa.

They don’t get it.

“Okay, look. Tripod,” I tell Greta, pointing, and she brings me the one leaning in a corner. “And a nice formal background…like…this?” I roll up the wood paneling and roll down a dark blue cloth. “Or—no, I know! A scene! Check this out.” Up with the blue, down with an extremely nifty hand-painted mural I’ve never used. I paid much too much for it, but I couldn’t resist. It’s an outdoor scene, a split-rail fence in the foreground, funky old farmhouse in back, leafy green tree limbs at the top throwing great shadows. It’s corny, but I love it.

“Ith like the Wetht,” Eugene observes. “Like cowboyth?”

“Old-fashioned,” I say, suddenly not sure. Maybe they like space better, or dinosaurs.

Kevin, whose word is law, goes up close and touches the screen—which is forbidden, but I keep quiet; I’ll worry about oily little fingerprints later. He sweeps the scene with his whole hand, in fact, petting it, as if he’d like to get inside it. “Ith pretty,” he pronounces. And we’re off.

Now that they know how Polaroid works, they want to shoot fast, and the trick is slowing them down. I pose them in profile, facing each other before the screen. I make Eugene sit bolt upright in a chair with his hands on his thighs, serious-faced—that’s another challenge—with Kevin bent over the tripod, staring into the Nikon’s viewfinder. We do that for a while, then switch, which involves Kevin rolling down his shirtsleeves, buttoning up his vest, and putting his tie and jacket back on, Eugene reversing the process. I’m seeing the whole thing in soft sepia, but who knows. It’s a joke setup, sort of Norman Rockwellian, but the boys’ wonderful faces, earnest on the surface, bubbling with merriment just underneath, rescue it from cuteness.

“What do you think?” I ask Greta, who is doing a pretty good, low-key job so far, except during pauses she can never remember to turn off the molding lights or check the flash heads for heat; I have to remind her every time. “How does it look to you?”

“It’s great! It’s so sweet, and so, I don’t know, simple, I mean it’s like just two things, but it works.”

Precisely. It’s these great kids in an adorable pose, at the same time they’re being exactly who they are. So I have enough of that, but I want a backup, something completely different. And I can’t help it, I want to knock old lady Thorpe’s socks off. With what, though?

Greta thinks of it first. So obvious. So perfect. “Why don’t you let them play with the puppy?”

Fabulous idea, although not without a million built-in difficulties. Like getting Sock used to being mauled by two excited six-year-olds, and after that, getting all three to stay roughly on a new set and within range of cameras and lights. Refocus, refocus, refocus. “We’ll just let it go,” I say to console Greta, who’s looking harried by all the changes and adjustments that keep coming and coming. “We’ll get something, don’t worry about it. That’s the fun part—not knowing what’s going to happen. Relax, Greta, have fun.”

The twins are having fun, that’s the main thing. Clicking cameras and flashing lights are old hat to them now, they don’t even notice. I told them to take off their ties but keep their jackets on, and I love how rumpled and wrinkled they look. Grandmother may or may not agree, but she’s got to like their red cheeks and their laughing, relaxed faces, gums and all. I step around with the camera in my hands, using the motor drive. I get even better shots using the tripod and remote, because then the puppy comes to me and I can get the boys alone, and sometimes they’re posed perfectly, sitting on their heels and grinning right into my lens. I’ve heard photographers say they don’t know if they’ve got anything good till the shoot’s over and they’re checking the proofs, but I always know. And today even the timing’s right: Everybody, including Sock, starts getting cranky at the very moment Mrs. Thorpe returns.

Fun’s over. End of shoot.

         

Greta is exhausted. Me, too, but I love it, even the letdown, all that energy spent, the tension and uncertainty, the near disasters, the mini coups. I feel like a flat balloon. It’s like I’ve come down from a drug, but there’s no hangover because I brought the high with me—it’s in that little stack of memory cards on my desk.

I send Greta out with money and directions, and she comes back from World’s Best Deli on Columbia with hot pastrami sandwiches and all the fixings, including truly the world’s best pickles. We eat in the cramped office while I download some of today’s cards and check out a few proofs. I just like to check, make sure nothing nightmarish has happened—not that it really can anymore with digital, but still, I like to check—but I don’t pore over proofs the day of a shoot, and I never show them to clients. They’re too tired, it would just get them all revved up again. Better to wait and build up all-new anticipation.

“God, this is good,” Greta says over a mouthful of salty french fries. “I was famished.”

“Me, too. Nothing since breakfast.” I’m half surprised she’s not a vegan or something. At the very least she looks like a picky eater with her freckled, sugar-white, cheekbony face and her long white arms. She’s a bit clumsy, I found out today; she makes wide, scary gestures with those long arms, sometimes when she’s standing near tripods and light stands. I thought of a Labrador retriever beside a low coffee table, its thick tail sweeping the drinks over.

“Show me your book,” I invite—there was no time this morning to look at it—and she spreads out her portfolio on my desk.

“I was an art major in college. I guess you can sort of tell.”

“How do you mean?” I wipe my greasy fingers before turning the photos over carefully. They look like photo-school pictures: not bad, not great. Competent. Luckily a beginner can be a mediocre photographer and a terrific assistant. Attitude is everything.

She sneaks the puppy a bite of her sandwich. “My stuff is very young and self-conscious, it’s not really me yet.”

“No, it’s good. Lots of promise.”

“I probably should’ve stayed in school, but it didn’t seem like I was learning anything new after the first year or so.”

“Well, I’ve got nothing against photography schools in general. You can certainly get a good grounding in the basics, if nothing else. And, of course, some schools are a lot better than others.” Greta’s is one that some are a lot better than, so I don’t pursue that. “But to really learn the business, I don’t think there’s anything like assisting.”

“Absolutely. I learned so much just today, watching how you kept changing things to make it work. And really fast on your feet, and always right inside their heads, the kids’ heads, like practically being them. And then the pictures, God, they’re so great, the lady won’t even be able to pick.”

“Well, let’s hope she likes one or two,” I say, thinking, Now, that’s the kind of attitude I like. “With children, though, you’re always improvising. Today was pretty much par for the course. If you go into a shoot with a fixed idea about how things are going to go, you’re just asking for it. Kids will always find a way to surprise you.”

“I bet.”

“Are you interested in children’s portraiture in particular?” Her portfolio only has one or two kid pics.

“I’m not sure. Maybe. Before now, all I’ve done is product photography, to tell you the truth. Like fruits and vegetables, and one time just close-ups of nails.”

“Nails?”

“For a hardware store catalog.”

“My God.”

“But this—I love kids, and this was so much fun. And having your own studio, that must really be amazing—but then again, I also like playing with computers, you know, designing things, graphic art. But then—sometimes I feel like what I really want to do is study to be a photojournalist so I can travel, you know, see more of the world before I settle down. I see myself as”—she snickers, self-conscious—“like, Christiane Amanpour.” Next comes a giddy, full-throated laugh. “But then again—I have no money!”

“I think you should definitely see the world before you settle down,” I say, laughing, too. “Before you get old and gray like me. This is the best time of your life, so don’t waste it! Whatever you do, don’t let all that energy go for nothing, that’s my advice.” Which I am never shy about giving—ask Andrew—but I look at this girl’s odd face, the eccentric clothes, her strange but marvelous hair, and even though there is absolutely no resemblance, I see myself twentysome years ago. In her spirit and her impracticality. Her talent and her cluelessness. Her big, vague ambitions, with no plans to achieve them.

Why can’t you just give people money when you can see they need it? I could give Greta…a thousand dollars, say, and she could take a photojournalism course at Maryland or American U. while she saves up for the next course. Or she could just go—she could go to Africa or Asia or anywhere and start taking pictures. That’s how to see the world, just go, and she’s the kind of person who’d have the guts to do it.

She starts throwing napkins and wrappers in the garbage. “Sorry about the modeling lights,” she says. “What a dolt.”

“Forget it. Once I plugged the flash meter cord into the wall socket instead of the power supply.”

She gasps. “What happened?”

“Blew out everything. Luckily it wasn’t my studio. Or unluckily—I got fired.” Unfairly, I always thought. I was young and dumb, the photographer should’ve been paying more attention.

“Did you go to photo school?”

“Not me. Self-taught in the beginning, although I’ve picked up some degrees since then. But that was a long time ago. If I were coming up now, I’d do what you’re doing. And the desire to learn is half the battle, more than half. No, you were great today, Greta, very intuitive. You’re the one who thought of using Sock. That was totally inspired.”

She beams. Then—it’s as though my praise is too much for her—she picks Sock up and hides her face in the dog’s furry neck. “Thanks,” she says, muffled. “Thank you very much.”

         

I offer to drive her home.

“Oh, no, I’ll just get the subway.”

“No, it’s late, I’ll drop you off.”

“Oh, no, really, I couldn’t. Thanks, but it’s too much.”

“Don’t you live in Arlington? That’s not out of my way. Much.”

“It’s not?”

Then I realize: She thinks I live practically around the corner. So then I have to explain that I’m staying down in Virginia these days, a fact I wouldn’t have bothered mentioning otherwise. Her squinty eyes open wide, but she doesn’t ask me any questions.

I hate winter. I hate five-thirty in the evenings, everybody’s lights on, glare in your eyes, the day’s over and all you’ve done is work. Why don’t they keep daylight saving time year-round? Winter is when we need it.

In the car I ask Greta about her family, her life. She’s from the Philadelphia suburbs; her father and stepmother are schoolteachers. Her boyfriend’s name is Joel.

“Actually,” she confides with a short laugh, “we’re fighting.” Her bare legs look bluish in the flicker of streetlamps; I keep turning the heater up. “He thinks we should move in together.”

“You don’t want to?”

“Well, I sort of do. We’ve been going together for five months.”

“That’s not so long.”

“I know, that’s what I tell him. I want to slow things down a little, but he says if, you know, we’re serious, we should be living together.” She heaves a deep, soulful sigh. “He’s older than I am.”

“How old?”

“Thirty-one. He’s divorced. Has a little boy. Joint custody. What he’d really like to do,” she says, looking out the side window, “is get married.”

I bet. “What does he do?”

“He’s a systems analyst.”

“Uh-huh.”

Another heavy sigh. “So anyway. I don’t know what to do.”

Andrew would be proud of me. I know exactly what she should do, but I say nothing, not even the two words that would throw Greta’s dilemma into spectacular, blinding relief: Christiane Amanpour.

She lives on the first floor of a low, sterile apartment building in the kind of featureless, aging, redbrick complex Arlington’s full of. I stop in front of the curb. She points her place out to me. “The one with the lights on. That’s good, that means Cindy’s home. My roommate. Good, I didn’t much feel like being by myself tonight. Frankly,” she adds, half laughing, trying to make that sound less pitiful.

I think again of me at twenty-three, twenty-four. Out of college but not on any of the career tracks I thought I might be on by then. Hanging out with iffy guys, drinking too much in bars, taking too many dead-end jobs to pay the rent on my overpriced efficiency apartment. Confused. Thrilled with my independence, just delighting in being on my own, the whole world open and available if I could ever choose, ever commit—and then I fell in love with Andrew.

And that was the end, if you look at it like that, if you take that perspective. The end of all my choices. After that, everything, like it or not, fell into place. Dash’s life, settled.

“Greta.”

She smiles at me, hand on the door. “Dash. Thank you so—”

“I could use some help. I’m not in the office as often as I should be these days because of, you know, circumstances, so I’m thinking I could use a good, reliable assistant. It would be part-time, and mostly what you’d do is answer the phone and sound intelligent, but you’d also help me out on shoots like today, when it can get complicated. I think you did really well today—”

“Oh wow.”

“—especially considering the limited amount of experience you’ve had in portraiture—”

“Oh, this would be so great.”

“Now, you wouldn’t get rich, and we should probably try this out on a trial basis before either one of us commits—”

“Oh, golly, the answer’s yes. Trial basis, that’s fine, whatever you think. I’m up for it, I’m ready.” Her whole face beams in the yellow light of the streetlamp. “Even if it’s not that much, a steady income right now would be perfect for me. Oh, I’m excited!”

“Me, too. When do you think you could start?”

She throws her head back and laughs that crowing laugh, orange hair flying, beads clacking. “Tomorrow?”

She’s so funny. I have absolutely no reservations about this, even though it’s a spur-of-the-moment decision. “How about Monday? It’s a light day for work but heavy for phone calls, people calling for appointments because they made up their minds over the weekend. I’ll come in Monday and we’ll go over everything, how’s that?”

“Monday, perfect. I can’t wait to tell Joel.” She hugs herself. “I am the luckiest person.” Suddenly she collapses, shoulders hunched, head bowed. “God, I’m being so unprofessional. Thank you, Dash, I accept your job offer.” She dissolves in giggles.

This is going to be so much fun. It’s like I’ve hired myself.



three
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Driving back to the cabin at night doesn’t scare me, although if something happened, no one would know. No one’s worrying about me. I guess I miss that. It was a comfort, a pillow between me and danger, that someone (Andrew) was worried about me. Then I didn’t have to worry about myself.

I put music on to break the silence. I make a cup of tea. There’s a message on the machine from Andrew saying that he’s going to bed early, he’s got another headache, but we need to talk.

The puppy smiles at me as she sits on her little haunches on the hooked rug by the woodstove. She has the biggest brown eyes. “Hi, sleepy,” I say in a cooing voice. “You were so good today. Weren’t you? Yes, you w——Hey!” She might be smiling, but she’s not sitting on her haunches. She’s peeing.

We go outside.

I still can’t get over how quiet it is. No cars, airplanes, sirens, radios, children, televisions. Another light, wet snow is starting to fall, just like last night. It’s unusual, everybody says, snow down here this early; it’s not even officially winter yet. I lift my face to the pearl-bright sky and let snowflakes tickle my eyelids. When I take a deep breath, it smells like innocence.

When I was a little girl, my mother taught me how to make snow cream: Fill a pot with clean, fresh-fallen snow, add milk, a lot of sugar, some vanilla, stir it up. Give half to your mother and eat the rest right out of the pot. Makes your head throb and your teeth ache.

Just thinking about it makes me crave some snow cream now. I’ve been thinking, part of the reason I could do such an unspeakable thing as walk out on Andrew, actually leave my home, is because I’m an orphan. My mother and I carried home between us, even though we didn’t live together for the last twenty-five years. She tied me to my past—she was the history of me. My mother was my home. Storming out of that other place, the brick town house in Adams Morgan that Andrew and I bought as soon as we could afford it, the house we loved and fought and built our lives and raised our daughter in—leaving that house seems almost like a technicality. Like checking out of an especially comfortable bed-and-breakfast.

That’s not true, what am I saying? But still—where you grow up, for better or worse, that’s home. When I dream, Mama’s old clapboard house in Greensboro is always the setting for home, even when I people it with anachronisms like Andrew and Chloe or my dentist. All the domestic dramas in my sleeping dreams unfold in that kitchen with the faux redbrick tile, the dog’s big wicker bed forever blocking the broom closet. Or in the beige-carpeted living room with the baby grand piano nobody could play—Daddy won it in a contest. Or in the deep window alcove at the top of the stairs where I kept my hamster cage and read movie-star magazines. Home.

The puppy can’t walk far; snow gets stuck between her toes and makes her limp. I pick her up. We’ll go to the end of the driveway, watch the cars go by. This is not much of a snow; the flakes are already growing fat and feathery. It’ll stop soon, but I wish it would last all night, snow and snow, keep snowing till the whole white world came to a halt. A nonviolent, temporary interruption of my life.

I have another snow memory, a sweet one that’s warmed my heart for two decades. If I get amnesia, if I get Alzheimer’s, if any physical misfortune befalls me except blindness, I won’t forget this one. It’s engraved inside my wedding band: RUBBISH.

         

Andrew and I had a traumatic courtship, defining courtship as the interval between meeting and sleeping together. He was twenty-eight, had just passed the D.C. bar exam, and was fighting with his father over what to do next: teach while he got his Ph.D. in history or join the family law firm. I had a degree in sociology (I asked Chloe if that’s still what you major in when you have no idea what you want to be; she said no, it’s communications now) and lots of dreams and ambitions, but except for dog walking and house-sitting, I was pretty much unemployed. At twenty-four, I was just beginning to worry about that.

I wasn’t free when we met. I was going out with, in a raggedy, undeclared way, one of the musicians in a garage band I was singing with. Practicing with, rather; we hadn’t had any gigs yet, never been hired to play anywhere for actual money. (I remember Andrew’s face when I told him the name of the band was Goon Squad—he’d imagined I sang in a chamber chorale or something, I realized later.) My boyfriend called himself Hood, but his real name was Larry Heigle. He had peroxide hair and a silver spike in his bottom lip, and this was years before body piercing went mainstream.

In the morning after the first time we made love, Andrew sat on the edge of my bed to pull his socks on and told me it was all a mistake.

“It’s not you, it’s me,” he said. And “I hope we can still be friends.”

I’d just woken up. I lay amid the tangled covers in dawning shock, still dazed from the most thrilling, most complicated lovemaking of my young life. “What? Say that again?” He did, and it felt as if I were being wrenched out of a good dream by a punch in the nose.

“I don’t think it’s going to work out,” he said sorrowfully. He was dressed in an early incarnation of the uniform, the winter version, khakis and a charcoal-gray crewneck over the blue Oxford shirt. One of the reasons I’d fallen for him was because he wasn’t like anyone I knew, not in those days. Compared to my friends, he was the exotic one, an earnest oak in a crowd of gaudy palm trees.

“What’s wrong? What’s going on?” When I grabbed for the sheet, I grabbed back all the inhibitions—not that I had so many, hardly any compared to Andrew—that I’d joyfully sloughed off during the long, amazing night. “Are you leaving? This is over?”

He stood up to buckle his belt. He poked around and finally found his wire rims amid the clutter on my bedside table. Then he faced me in military at-ease posture, hands behind his back, legs apart. Defenseless—taking it on the chin. Behind his glasses his eyes were the clear, bewildered blue that still melts me and, I really think, makes me a better person. Because I don’t want to be anything but kind to him.

“It’s just that we have nothing in common.” He puckered his serious brow. Just like now, only not as deeply, it furrowed in three places when he frowned. “You’re terrific, but I can’t see this going anywhere. So I think it’s better to break it off now instead of later.”

“But we’ve always known we have nothing in common. We joked about it.” In a flirty, indirect way, during the period when we were still pretending I was being faithful to Hood. Everything was bittersweet and forbidden then—how could we not fall in love? Twelve hours earlier we’d quit playing that game, though, or so I thought, and now Andrew was telling me it was over? I threw a pillow at him—I’d have thrown a bomb if I’d had one. “What is wrong with you?”

He put his hands out in the baffled, hunch-shouldered gesture of earnestness that always gets me. “Dash,” he said gently. “Look.” The fact that he didn’t want to hurt my feelings made me so angry, and so horribly alive to what I was losing, I burst into tears. “Oh, please,” he mumbled, but out of distress, not impatience. “Please don’t do that.”

“Last night you liked everything about me,” I threw at him, wiping my face on the sheet. “About us. What a jerk you are. Go if you’re going, just go.” I couldn’t look at him, the way his bony wrists hung there, helpless-looking, under the cuffs of his shirt, the unfamiliar body I’d just seen and made terribly familiar, a feast covered up with a cloth before vanishing. Oh, he was so wrong, but I didn’t have the words to explain it to him.

“We
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