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Prologue




My friend Steve Jones, who I had not seen or
heard from in almost sixteen years, called me this morning and
asked me meet him for a drink at his hotel. He was in town for an
academic convention and would be staying at the Marriot by the
airport, and he wanted to talk to me.

I said I would love to see him, and then
asked him if anything was wrong. There was a silence on the other
end of the line; in the background, I could hear faint noises of
people talking, and then a PA announcement. I wondered what airport
he was calling from.

“Steve?” I said, thinking
the call may have been dropped. “Still there?”

“Yeah, man,” he said,
“still here. Let’s just talk about it later, okay?”

When I hung up the phone, I walked into the
kitchen, where Dottie was drinking a cup of coffee and picking
around the edges of a slice of bread she’d burned in our
prehistoric toaster-oven. She was scheduled to work a volunteer
shift at the hospital later in the morning, and wore jeans and a
rust-colored cardigan. Her brown hair, run through now with a few
strands of dark gray, was back in a ponytail. She had one leg up on
the chair and an elbow hooked around it. Through the window behind
her I could see flurries drifting down onto the now-dormant garden
patch, which in the spring and summer was a tempest of reds and
oranges and yellows.

My fingers went absently to my right forearm
and rubbed back and forth over the bumpy skin there, the result of
a burn I’d suffered as a child. I realized what I was doing and
stopped; when Dottie caught me at it, she always asked me if I
wanted to talk, like I was trying to signal her that I was thinking
about an issue I wasn’t willing to bring up first. It was a habit
that had started sometime in high school, and I still lapsed into
it when my hands had nothing else to do, especially in social
situations where all I wanted was a cigarette to fiddle around
with.

“Who was that?” Dottie
asked, looking up from the Sunday crossword puzzle in the
Inquirer. She almost
never wore makeup, and she didn’t need it. Even at thirty-eight her
face was remarkably unlined and youthful.

I shook my head, not exactly sure how to
answer the question. Then I said, “Steve Jones, a friend from
college. We’re going to have a drink tonight at his hotel. He’s in
town. I just wanted to tell you I might not be here for dinner.” My
voice sounded toneless and fake in my ears, and I could feel a
headache coming on.

“Steve Jones,” she said,
eyes going down as she thought. “Is that the guy from the
farmhouse? The fire?”

“Yeah,” I said. I couldn’t
remember all of what I’d told her about the fire, but I knew it
wasn’t the truth. Not the full truth, anyway.

“Okay,” she said. “Maybe
I’ll take Naomi up to Manayunk for some pizza. She’s been asking
for a week. And I think she wants to go to Abercrombie or Banana
Republic or one of those places. God knows what for.”

The words came out before I even knew I’d
thought them. “Don’t let her buy anything trashy.”

Dottie closed her eyes and breathed deeply,
dropping her chin toward her chest. “She doesn’t wear those kinds
of things, Paul. She’s not a trashy girl.”

I was sorry I’d said anything at all. I knew
Dottie was right and wanted to tell her so, but instead I said,
“You know what I mean.”

“This is about Nathan, I
presume,” Dottie said, shoving the crossword away from her. The
pencil rolled off the paper and onto the wooden table, rattled its
way to the edge, and dropped to the floor with a
clatter.

“Look,” I said, “I just—I
don’t know—I just don’t want her to look like she’s putting it out
there, you know?”

“She’s fifteen. Should I
buy her a closet full of habits?”

“Shit, Dorothy, all I’m saying is I don’t want her wearing jeans
so tight I can see her ovaries. Let’s leave a little mystery,
okay?” I stood, breathing heavily, wondering how we had gotten here
so quickly. “Maybe I should take her shopping next time.”

Dottie stood up abruptly, and the backs of
her knees sent the chair skittering backward over the tile floor of
the kitchen. It teetered for a moment as though it would fall over
backward, then butted up against the wall and clopped back down.
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“I’m just saying that
maybe she’d choose other clothes if it was me with her.”

“Less slutty clothes is
what you mean.”

I threw up my hands. “Do you want me to
spell it out?”

“You are
unbelievable sometimes,”
she said. “That’s your daughter!”

I couldn’t stop it from
coming. “That’s exactly my point! Jesus Christ!”

Slowly, deliberately, Dottie bent over and
picked up the pencil off the floor, then pulled her chair back to
the table and sat down, dragged the crossword back toward her with
a finger, and looked up at me. “Go for your run,” she said. “We’ll
talk about this later.”

For a long moment I stood there thinking
about whether I wanted to say any of the things bubbling up my
throat, but then I nodded and left, feeling hot and jerky in my
body.

***

I pulled on an old pair of warm-ups, a light
jacket, and my worn Reeboks and headed into the chilly morning, my
mind lost in the fog that had blown in with Steve’s call. The fight
with Dottie had only intensified my feeling of confusion; when we
fought, which was more often the longer we were together, I always
felt like the ground had fallen away all around me, like I was
standing on a narrow promontory, open air and jagged rocks around
and beneath me.

The swimming, disoriented feeling took me
back to the years after college, when I’d watched most of my days
pass through this same milky, dizzy filter. Back then, the choice
to remove myself from the world was voluntary, maybe even
beneficial, but I didn’t like the way it made me feel now, like I
was setting foot back on a road that would take me nowhere I wanted
to go. This was a temptation I’d once had to fight every day, but
then I got a job and met Dorothy and we had Naomi, and the time I
could dedicate to pursuing old memories dissipated like ground mist
in the late morning sun.

I stretched quickly next to the garage, then
broke into a jog at the bottom of the driveway, waiting for some
sense of normality to set in. For the past ten years I’d been doing
this, lacing up each day, whether before or after work, for what I
jokingly called my “constitutional.” Before running, it had been
drinking; before that, in college, cigarettes and pot. It all
worked out to the same, though. At some point each day, I needed a
time to find my balance, and when I got home from a run, sweaty and
tired, knees and ankles aching, I felt like I could be with my wife
and my daughter. On days when there was no time to run, I knew I
wasn’t the same man.

After the first quarter mile, I picked up
the pace. It was right around freezing and my breath huffed out
white in front of me, then was buffeted away by the wind.

I wound my way through the streets of
Wallingford and tried to concentrate on my breathing, the sound of
my shoes padding on the ground. Usually this was the most peaceful
time of my day, but today the sense of calm would not come. I kept
replaying my argument with Dottie, wondering what I’d been
thinking. Each time I thought of how I’d responded to her, a sour
taste filled my mouth. I heard Steve’s voice in my ear and felt
again the way my stomach had dropped when I realized who it was,
the way my mind had gone white and numb. My strides felt uneven and
forced, and my breathing kept breaking rhythm, leaving me winded
after only a mile.

I slowed to a walk and put my hands over my
head to expand my lungs. I was on Martroy, a narrow street that
wound its way along the Crum Creek, a tributary that twisted and
turned its way through woods and civilization to the Delaware
River. The creek had been a constant in my life since I was a kid,
as had the woods. Back then you could eat the fish you caught in
the Crum, and my friends and I had spent hours casting for
small-mouth bass at the creek’s wider points.

When Naomi was a little
girl, we had come down here on summer days to look for garter
snakes and box turtles sunning themselves on rocks that protruded
from the shallows. We would catch them in a bucket, then bring them
home and Naomi would keep them for a week or two, however long she
could stand to hold them in captivity away from their families. She
would go from rock to rock along the driveway, turning them
for crickets and grubs to feed her pets,
and she constructed elaborate twig and bark homes in the
twenty-five gallon aquarium Dottie and I purchased after weeks of
begging. There would be plants and rocks transplanted from the
creek, small branches for the snakes to twine themselves around.
When she was ready, we would return to the exact same spot where we
had captured the turtle or snake and free it, an act that always
made her so happy. Because I was always so caught up in work and
could barely find the time to accompany her to the creek, I never
thought about how kind and humane a gesture it was from a girl of
her age.

When she was old enough,
she had stopped asking me to go along with her, and she would make
the trip instead with her group of friends from the neighborhood.
One of the boys, Nathan Greene, had stuck around longer than the
others. Now he
had become what could only be described as Naomi’s first boyfriend,
a development that scared me in a way simply beyond description. I
knew what boys, even young ones, were capable of, had learned that
lesson long ago. It wasn’t something I liked to think about, but
from time to time it bubbled to the surface when I wasn’t ready.
When those thoughts came, I tried to reassure myself that my
experience was not the common one, but I didn’t believe that, not
really. Not in any part of me that mattered.

Up ahead there was an opening in the guard
rails, and I walked between them and sat down on the frozen earth
of the creek’s bank, feeling like I was stuck on autopilot, not so
much making choices as following imperatives launched forth from a
remote center of my brain. The creek was still flowing, but had
iced up around the bigger rocks that poked from the surface. Soon,
I knew, the entire creek would be encased beneath a fragile layer
of milky white. When I was a kid, I had always wondered how the
fish lived during the winter, trapped under the ice with no air to
breathe, how they could survive in the cold water, without the
sun.

Before I knew it was coming, I started to
cry.

At first I tried to stop it from happening,
but it was useless. I gave myself over and I sat there, my knees
drawn up, elbows hooked over them, head down. Soon I started to
hear their voices. Steve’s. Roscoe’s. Lucy’s. Normally they were
the voices that spoke to me when I ran, and only then; a long time
ago, in the months and years after the fire at the farmhouse, their
voices had been unwelcome, even cruel at times, constant
companions. It had taken a long time to understand that I would
never be rid of them, not completely, and even longer to build a
place in my mind where they could live without destroying me. Now I
heard them only when I shut everything else out, or when I’d
neglected them for too long.

After a time a car zoomed by on the road
behind me, and I realized that I had no idea how long I’d been
sitting there. I stood up and brushed the dirt from my warm-ups,
then headed back in the direction of the house, knees throbbing now
from the cold. When I had loosened up a little, I broke into a slow
jog, then picked up the pace.

This time my strides were long and sure, as
if my time next to the Crum had steadied me. When I reached the
house, I thought about continuing on, rounding the circuit once
more. But then I thought of Dottie, thought of the shitty things
I’d said, and decided that the voices would have to wait for the
time being. I turned into the driveway, raising my arms and lacing
my fingers together on top of my head, trying to breathe
deeply.

***

When I walked through the front door of the
Marriot at around six that evening, I wondered if I’d be able to
recognize Steve after all this time. A thousand years ago Steve had
been as grungy as any of us, his hair long and straight down to his
shoulders, face alternately stubbly or clean-shaven, but always
pale from too much time in Ohio. He was the kind of guy who, if
he’d walked into a bar in Georgia or South Carolina or even parts
of rural Pennsylvania, would have been met with bemused looks and
maybe a few rumblings of “Hell, I don’t know whether to fight him
or fuck him.” Back then, you had to be careful choosing a watering
hole.

Thinking about those days, I was suddenly
very aware of how my own appearance had changed. Long gone was the
time when I’d worn torn jeans, peace sign T-shirts, and my hair
down to my shoulders. Now I looked like most of the other men I
knew in their late thirties. I earned decent money at the
magazine—certainly more than I’d ever expected to earn with a
degree in English—and I bought too much wine that Dottie and I
liked to sit and drink on the back porch after Naomi had gone to
bed, or when she was over at a friend’s house for the night. The
running had helped to keep some of the pounds off, but in the years
since my freshman campaign at Penton College, my waist had gone
from a 32 to a 36. Time and gravity had taken care of the rest, and
for the first time in years I felt self-conscious about the lines
on my face, the puffy bags underneath my eyes. Luggage, Dottie
called them sometimes.

My hand went to my head, and I ran a hand
over the sparse hair there; not dead yet, but hardly thriving. I
felt a brief and ridiculous flare of hope that Steve looked worse,
that the past decade-and-a-half had taken him farther from his
youth than it had taken me.

Scattered around the
dimly-lit space I saw clusters of men and women dressed in dark
suits, most of them sipping drinks from tall glasses. These were
the creatures who spent their days working in cubicles and offices
in Center City, commuting an hour to and then another hour from
work, seeing their families for dinner and maybe the duration of a
sitcom or two, or an episode of American
Idol, before falling asleep on the couch,
exhausted, still wearing their work clothes. Before the age of the
Internet, when it had been impossible to work from home, I’d been
one of their number. I felt sad for them, and for their families
who loved them but spent their days living with only the idea of a
mom or dad.

In the far corner, near a plate window that
overlooked a field between the hotel and the airport, I saw a lone
man dressed in a white button-down shirt, his head sagging toward
the table, the fingers of one hand holding a cigarette, the other
running back and forth through his short-cropped, salt-and-pepper
hair. Although I couldn’t see his face, I knew it was Steve, and I
felt an urge to turn around and leave before he saw me. Before I
could make that choice, he looked up and raised the hand from his
head in an uncertain wave.

He stood up and spread his arms, and I
stepped into his hug.

“Paco,” he said into my
neck, squeezing me tightly.

“Hey, man,” I said. In my
embrace his body was skinny, almost emaciated, and I struggled to
remember if he had always been that way. I didn’t think so. He
smelled like booze and smoke and something else, something more
primal and cloying, from within
him. It passed through my head suddenly that
Steve wasn’t here in Philadelphia for a conference at all, and it
sent a bolt of fear through me that he might have come to this
place from wherever he lived just to see me. I knew I didn’t want
to hear what he had to say.

We sat down on opposite sides of the small
round table. Steve tapped ash from his cigarette and drew on it
hard, and I could hear the paper crisp in the dry hotel air. He
looked older than he was, and not by a little. If I didn’t know
better, I would have assumed he was fifty. His eyes traveled to the
table and he saw my hands folded there.

“Married?” he said,
smiling.

“For about fifteen years,”
I said. “You?”

Steve shook his head. “Tried for a while,
but I wasn’t very good at it. Kids?”

“One. Naomi.”

“How old?”

“She’s fifteen now.” Even
as I said the words, I wanted to take them back. What right did
this man have to hear the intimate facts of my life? Whatever I had
now I’d earned the hardest way; it had taken me the better part of
my lifetime to get over the pain I’d suffered during the brief time
Steve and I had been friends. I felt uncomfortable talking to him
about my family, and I wanted him to stop asking me questions; I
found that I was already calculating in my head how long I’d need
to stay to avoid seeming rude. What was the point of this? Was I
going to rekindle an old friendship after all this time? Come
on.

“Damn,” Steve said,
shaking his head. “Can you believe how fast it goes by?”

“Time?”

“Life, man. A couple more
years and your kid’ll be in college.”

“Scary enough to know
they’re out shopping right now.”

Steve laughed and then
asked me what I was doing for work. I told him that I was the City
Section Editor of Philadelphia Life
magazine and that the years had been good to me.
Once or twice I let silences hang, hoping that Steve would
volunteer something about himself, but he didn’t. Instead he talked
about college, about things we’d done, peripheral people we’d
known. Never the main players, not Roscoe or Lucy. Instead he
talked about our fraternity brothers, girls he’d slept with who
were married now, the few people we’d both known in college who had
died, mostly from cancer or car wrecks.

I nodded slowly as he talked, keeping my
eyes on Steve’s, still trying to figure out what he was doing. I
considered and dismissed the possibility that he might be looking
for money. Based solely on the clothes he was wearing, I could tell
that he had done all right for himself. And if it was his intention
to ask me for a loan, it hardly made sense that he would buy a
plane ticket to fly out to see me. So, if not money, what? The
potential answer was both the reason I had come here to meet Steve
and the reason I almost hadn’t.

For almost twenty years, I had operated on
the assumption that blocking the past from my life was the only way
to achieve any kind of normality, but that hadn’t worked. My life
was a ridiculous contradiction defined by a constant effort to both
jettison the past and hold on to it. If I didn’t figure out some
way to cope with my own history, I was going to lose my family. Not
tomorrow, and maybe not for years, but eventually. One day Dottie
would realize, if she hadn’t already, that I was never going to
change, that the best she could ever hope for was the half of me
not rooted firmly in the past.

Finally I said, “You said you were here for
some kind of conference.”

“Yeah,” Steve said, then
took a drink from his glass. “Not exactly.”

Fighting the urge to shut my eyes or walk
away, I said, “Why then?”

He tapped more ash into the ashtray then
crushed his cigarette out, exhaling a plume of smoke as he did. I
hadn’t smoked since the end of college, but watching him made me
want a cigarette badly. I decided against it. Three years ago I’d
sat vigil beside my father’s hospital bed in Riddle Memorial
Hospital, and watched as the accordion-bag hooked to the
life-support system stopped pumping air into his charred lungs.
There are some trains you don’t want to ride to the end of the
line.

“Why?” he said, laughing
softly to himself. “That’s the question of the hour, isn’t it?”
Hearing my own thoughts echoed so closely in his words was
disconcerting. His eyes dipped back toward the table, and I saw a
sad smile spread across his face. “Nothing,” he said. “I just
wanted to see you, man. Will you stay for a while and just talk?
It’s been a long time since I’ve been able to do that with someone
who would…you know, understand.”

Part of me wanted to tell him I could only
stay for a few minutes, that I had some kind of obligation later
that night. But I didn’t. And as Steve, my old friend, began to
talk, I found myself remembering that first year of college, when
everything had gone so right and then so very terribly wrong.


Part I

Penton. Roscoe Ballantemps. A Girl Named
Lucy.

 



Chapter One




Late in August of 1985, my parents drove me
to Philadelphia International Airport and put me on a plane to
Ohio.

Why I chose Penton I still can’t really say.
I was a solid student, started for four years on the varsity
basketball and baseball teams, and published short stories in my
high school’s literary magazine. I’d been accepted at most of the
schools I applied to. At first, my mind was made up. Both of my
parents had gone to school at Trinity in Hartford, and the college
had taken on a certain mystique in my mind. Though I certainly
never thought of it so clearly at the time, I imagine that, in my
seventeen-year-old brain, going to college at Trinity meant living
up to the standard my father and mother had set for me. Making my
parents happy mattered very much, and whatever it took to make them
proud, I would do it. But when the acceptance letter from Trinity
came, my dad must have noticed something in my face.

“Paul,” he said, sitting
down across from me at the round, glass table in our kitchen. “That
from Trinity?” He was smoking—my dad was always smoking—and looked tired. My
father was a professor of engineering at Swarthmore College, and
perpetually had a stack of papers a foot high piled on his desk.
There were brownish-gray blotches under his eyes, the rims raw and
red from late nights spent sitting in his study correcting tests
and labs.

“Yeah. Came
today.”

“Thought so.”

I looked up at him, not knowing quite what
he meant.

“You don’t want to go
there,” he said. It was neither a question nor a statement, just a
sentence. I let it hang, not because he wasn’t right, but because
there were so many things I thought I’d have to say in
qualification. But I was wrong about that.

“It’s okay,” he said.
“You’ll be fine wherever you go. It’s not where you go. It’s what
you do.” He crushed out the cigarette in an elephant-shaped ceramic
ashtray I’d made when I was a kid. “Where’re you thinking? Not out
to Iowa with the potato farmers, I hope.”

There was nothing in his voice that signaled
disappointment, anger, frustration. In the way you can only do with
people you love so well that you never really think about it, I
knew with certainty that my father was giving me an unconditional
release from the guilt I’d been preparing myself to feel. I felt a
weight lift that I hadn’t even realized I was carrying.

“Do you remember Penton?”
I asked. We’d taken a whirlwind tour of the Ohio schools the
previous spring, and though my recollection was a little fuzzy, I
remembered that Penton was small and intimate, within walking
distance of a working-class town, and that several members of the
English Department faculty were younger and more progressive than
their counterparts at the other schools we’d toured. I couldn’t
picture specific dormitories or the academic buildings, but those
details tended to swim together after touring five or six campuses
in a couple of days. I had an overall impression of stone and
brick, a feeling of history.

“How sure are you?” he
said.

“Pretty sure. Do you think
Mom’ll be okay with that?”

My father smiled and tapped another Camel
from the pack that always rode shotgun in his breast pocket.
“She’ll be fine with it.”

She had been, and five months later I woke
from a fitful doze as the plane set down in Columbus.

***

My roommate freshman year was a guy named
Roscoe Ballantemps, from a small town not too far from
Pittsburgh.

A couple of weeks after my father had sent
in the deposit to hold my spot at Penton, a letter arrived
containing my housing assignment. At the bottom of the form was a
paragraph suggesting that I get in touch with my roommate, the very
thought of which closed my throat and dried my mouth. I’d been away
from home before, a week or two at camp, but those had always been
decidedly unpleasant experiences I equated with sleepless nights
listening to muffled farts, coughing, and crying. As much as I was
looking forward to college, I dreaded the thought of living with
another person. I didn’t want to share a bathroom or deal with
someone else’s personal problems or clean up any mess I didn’t
make.

For almost two months I’d
put off making the call, but there was nothing to be done about it,
and my mother finally cornered me one weekend not long before I was
scheduled to leave. The woman who answered the phone sounded drunk
and irritated. I identified myself and asked for
Roscoe. I’d never
known someone named Roscoe before, but to me it sounded country,
like trouble. By the time he finally got
to the phone several minutes later, I’d made a number of initial
assumptions about the whole family.

“Yeah,” a phlegm-clotted
voice said. I heard the sound of throat clearing, hocking, and then
spitting. When the voice spoke again, it said, “Yeah.”

“Hi, this is Paul
Callahan,” I said. “Your roommate next year.”

“Is there a problem or
something?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Is there a problem, I
said. Do you need to talk to me about something?” He sounded
preoccupied and completely disinterested.

I thought about how to respond. “Uh, no.
Just wanted to touch base. We’re supposed to talk about what we’re
each bringing, you know, for the room.”

More throat clearing, the sound of another
loogie being launched. I wondered if he was inside, and if the spit
was going onto the floor or into a cup or something, then grimaced
at the image. “Don’t worry about that,” Roscoe said. “Got it
covered.”

“Are you sure?” I said. “I
can bring a small TV, and I’ve got a stereo. I don’t know
if—”

“Look,” Roscoe said, “I’m
kind of in the middle of something right now.”

“Yeah, okay. Should I give
you a call ba—”

I heard a click and thought for a moment
that Roscoe had dropped the phone, but then the dial tone hummed
into life and I hung up.

“Great,” I said to my
bedroom. “Just wonderful.”

***

The first time I met Roscoe, things didn’t
go any better.

I took a cab from Columbus International
Airport to Smith Hall, a blocky brick structure three stories high,
a small dining hall growing out of its side. It looked more like a
hospital, I thought, than a place where people lived. Most of the
previous night I’d spent with friends from high school at a group
going-away party, and I was exhausted, my head throbbing from
fatigue, my eyes gritty and dry. As a general rule, I didn’t drink,
but I’d indulged in a couple of beers and had the first hangover of
my life. I wasn’t doing very well emotionally, either, which I
hadn’t anticipated.

For the better part of the last year I’d
been dating a girl named Josephine Collins. I’d known her since the
third grade, when her family had moved into a house a couple of
streets over, but we’d never been anything more than friends until
a Christmas party both of our parents had dragged us to. We were
the only two people at the party under thirty, and had spent the
entire night together. When I called her a couple of days later to
grab some pizza downtown, she’d said yes. I can still remember the
tone of her voice; she seemed to feel the same as me, like she’d
finally found someone she could just be herself with.

Jo was pretty and smarter by degrees than
the other girls in our class. The day after I left for Penton, she
was headed to Colby College in Maine, and we had agreed that
carrying on with a long-distance relationship would be a mistake.
Both of us had friends who had tried to keep things going when
their significant others headed off to college, and the effort
never seemed to bring them anything but pain. But sitting with Jo
on a bench on the back deck of Larry Wilson’s house, the party
carrying on loud and raucous inside, both of us teared up. Later,
we’d gone back to my house and spent the rest of the night lying on
the couch in the basement.

At one point, as I was
just dozing off, Jo whispered, “I love you, you know.” Her hands
were resting on my forearms, and she brushed her thumb gently over
the pebbly network of burn scars there. It was a gesture that
said, I know you, know everything about
you, the good and the bad. And that was
true. Jo knew me better than anyone.

“I love you, too.” It
wasn’t the first time we’d said the words to each other, and I
always meant them, but this time they were more for comfort than
anything else. “We’re doing the right thing, Jo. Don’t you
think?”

I felt her nod her head, then she whispered,
“It’s all going to change.”

I opened my eyes. Our foreheads were nearly
touching, our hands wrapped together beneath our chins. “What
is?”

“Everything.” She paused
and I thought she would say something else. Instead she just said,
“Everything.”

We both finally drifted off to sleep, and it
was my mother calling down from the kitchen a couple of hours later
that woke us up. When I walked Jo back to her house and said
goodbye, there were no tears; both of us were out.

In the bathroom at the Columbus airport I’d
looked at my reflection in a mirror and actually groaned at the
haggard face staring back at me, bloodshot and unshaven. I felt
like at any moment I might burst into tears from the weight of the
unfocused sadness sitting on my chest, and I knew I must look that
way, too. In a way I couldn’t put into an order that made sense, I
missed Jo, missed the feeling inside of me that she stood for. On
top of that, I was hung over and felt like a skin of putrid oil was
sitting on top of everything in my stomach. But there was something
else, too, something I didn’t understand at the time. I felt
desperate, panicky. Everything was moving too fast, and it was all
out of my control. I knew my feelings were written on my face; just
the way I wanted to come across on my first day at college. Trying
to hold myself together, feeling lonely and adrift, I made my way
out to the cab line and waited for my turn.

After signing in at Smith
Hall, I climbed the three flights to the top floor. All I wanted
was to lie down on a mattress—hell, the floor would do—and sleep for roughly
a week. I was emotionally spent, and although I had managed to
convince myself that I was totally prepared to leave home, I had to
choke back tears again and again and fight the lump that kept
building in my throat.

Sleep, I thought, opening the stairwell door and stepping onto the
third floor of Smith Hall. A little sleep
will make it all okay.

A long hall, the walls painted white with a
red stripe running horizontally, stretched off in front of me. The
carpet was a faded orange and yellow pattern, and when I looked
down I could see cigarette burns scorched into the pile. The walls
were covered with posters and notices, and more had slumped off the
wall and onto the floor.

An image of my house back in Swarthmore
flitted into my head—my neat room, the kitchen with its smells of
rosemary and basil and fresh coffee; the living room, where I sat
and watched Phillies and Sixers games with my dad—and I knew I was
going to break down soon, could feel it bubbling up in my stomach
and throat and behind my eyes. I swallowed and took a deep breath,
and shook my head to clear it.

There weren’t many students around yet—I’d
arrived two days early because my parents were going to visit my
mother’s sister in Florida—but a few representatives of each gender
wandered in and out of rooms, most of them with bottles of beer in
their hands, wearing torn jeans and T-shirts. A couple of them
glanced at me and then away again, uninterested. What was I to
them? Just another newbie. They didn’t know me, didn’t know
anything about who I was, or care for that matter.

Someone was playing Billy Joel’s “Piano Man”
too loud somewhere down one of the hallways, and I could smell the
sweet odor of pot in the air. I hefted my bags and headed down the
hall as I’d been directed.

When I found my room I unlocked it and
stepped inside. I had fully expected to be the first one in the
room, but I wasn’t. Nor was I the second.

In front of me, obscuring the window, a set
of gray, metal bunk beds shifted and squeaked. The bottom bunk was
empty. The top was a heaving and jerking pile of blanket and human
flesh. I could see a foot jutting up, its big toe tapping the
ceiling in rhythm with the motion of the bunk. As I stood in the
open doorway, lost in some nether region of indecision, one of the
two people under the blanket reached critical mass and yelled out,
“Fuck yes!”

The bed stopped moving and the foot wilted,
and for perhaps three breathless seconds I waited. Whether I was
waiting for the blanket to be thrown back or for someone to jerk me
out of the doorway from behind, I didn’t know. But a head emerged
and looked at me. When I heard the voice, I knew it was Roscoe.

“Hey, man. Come on
in.”

I dropped my bags on the floor and stood
where I was.

I heard a female voice say quietly, “Who’s
there?”

Roscoe sat up, swung his legs over the side
of the bed, and dropped to the floor, completely naked, still half
at attention. He was about my height, six feet tall, his hair brown
and long, down to his shoulders. A wispy beard covered the lower
half of his face. He took a couple of steps forward, winked at me,
then gestured behind himself with a thumb, and said, “She’s still
hot if you want a turn.”

“That’s okay,” I said,
managing to find my voice at last.

“Suit yourself,” he said,
then called out over his shoulder, “Hey, want to take a
shower?”

“Absolutely,” the girl
said, throwing off the blanket, baring her naked body. My eyes
still hadn’t adapted well enough to the dark to see much, but I got
an impression of something large and pale and blonde.

I felt my face go hot and turned away as she
climbed down from the bed. A minute later I heard the shower spring
to life, and then the sound of the shower door.

In my mind I went as quickly as I could back
to the basement with Jo, her cool hand on my forearm, sleep coming
to us both, my safe, cozy house at rest above us. I dropped my bags
on the bottom bunk and left the room to find a place to wait until
the room was empty.
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